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Chapter
One


 


Spewing a great plume of black discharge from its towering
smokestack, the monstrous contraption hove into view. It creaked and groaned
and rattled as though possessing a tortured life of its own. Steam appeared to
hiss and spit from every joint. Its frontage was adorned with a thrusting,
lattice-worked iron prow. From the side this resembled a ram on a slaver’s
galley and was picturesquely known as a ‘cow catcher’. The overall effect was
sufficient to instil fear in any unsuspecting man or beast alike.


The huge ‘Iron Horse’ was new to Nebraska Territory in June
1866. In fact nothing like it had ever been seen on the Great Plains before,
but its progress westward was relentless and unstoppable. A Cheyenne Indian had
once tried to rope one with the intention of pulling it from the track, but it
had jerked him from his pony and dragged him unmercifully. Unfortunately for
Will Torrance, it was not merely bewildered tribesmen or a wandering herd of
buffalo that was to cross paths with him. He had a far more dangerous foe
awaiting him in the Platte River region that fine summer morning: his own
countrymen.


About three miles beyond the settlement of Columbus, the
gradient increased slightly. His fireman, Thaddeus Spencer, heaved fresh wood
into the voracious firebox. The heat and exertion caused fresh beads of sweat
to form on that man’s grimy forehead. They were hauling a lot of weight and
couldn’t afford to let the pressure drop. Behind them were flatbed carriages
piled high with thirty-foot-long iron rails weighing six hundred pounds apiece,
along with specially treated wooden crossties and vast containers of metal spikes.


Will’s first intimation of trouble came when he happened to
glance forward beyond the confines of the wooden cab and then off to his right.
The land that stretched away before him was mostly flat and apparently
limitless, but it was no longer empty. Six men sat upon motionless horses,
their eyes intently fixed on the steam train’s progress. The engine driver was
a gregarious man and would normally have offered them a friendly wave. Yet
these were not normal times. To his certain knowledge at least two supply
trains had been derailed recently and there was something about the posture of
the watching men that made him uneasy. They had not drawn their weapons, yet
they did not have the look of casual spectators. The faces of the six were not
concealed as one might expect from ‘road agents’, but that did not mean that
their intentions were necessarily benign. Anxiety unexpectedly nibbled at his
guts.


The track ahead curved away to the right, so that the
heavily laden train would parallel the menacing horsemen. Dragging his eyes
away from them, Will began to urgently scrutinize the rails that were to
support the freight train’s immense weight. Sure enough he was rewarded with a
heart-stopping moment.


‘Sweet Jesus, Thad,’ he bellowed. ‘They’ve lifted the rails!’


His fireman favoured him with a bewildered look. That man,
enveloped by noise and smoke, had absolutely no idea who they were. Seizing
hold of the huge brake lever, Will desperately heaved back on it. Despite the
sound of tortured metal, he knew instinctively that he was too late. The vast
locomotive was going to leave the track and would inevitably be followed by all
the laden carriages. His eyes flitted briefly over to the waiting riders. They
had not moved, no doubt wisely keeping well clear of the planned and expected
destruction.


With the brakes locked on, sparks flew everywhere but it was
all to no avail. The massive locomotive had noticeably slowed, but was a victim
of its own weight and momentum. Will’s eyes briefly locked with his
companion’s. In spite of the heat, the fireman’s pallor had turned ashen. They
both knew that survival was unlikely. Even as the front wheels left the rails,
Thaddeus came to a desperate decision. Affectionately patting his companion on
the shoulder, he abruptly turned and leapt from the left side of the highly
polished cab.


The stricken machine ploughed into earth and grass at an
unsupportable angle. Frantically clinging on to the brake lever, Will could
only watch in helpless horror as the locomotive lurched to the right. His grasp
broke free of the lever and he slammed bodily into the roof of the cab.
Something snapped and he felt an agonizing pain in his left arm. With a truly
stupendous din, the engine toppled on to its side and came to an abrupt halt.
Will crashed down on to the side of the cab and lay there, temporarily winded
and helpless. Chunks of wood from the tender were flying everywhere. A large
piece struck his head a glancing blow and he suddenly tasted blood in his
mouth. The flat bed carriages followed on as night follows day. With a
tremendous rending sound the vast consignment of rails, crossties and spikes
broke free and tumbled over the prairie, just as had been intended.


Despite the intolerable pain in his arm, Will had worse
things to contemplate. The firebox was open and some of its blazing contents
had spilled out into the wooden cab. If he didn’t clamber out, he could quite
possibly burn to death. Gritting his teeth, he rolled over and somehow got to
his feet. Unsteadily, he staggered into the gap between the cab and the now
almost empty tender. Stumbling away from the wreckage, he had to veer off to
avoid the top of the severed smokestack. There was a strange ringing in his
head and he just could not possibly comprehend how the stack had arrived in that
position.


The hissing of high-pressure steam and the noise from the
settling cargo prevented him from hearing the approaching riders. It was only
as he gazed round at the devastation that he noticed them. One of them took off
at speed around the far side of the wrecked train. The others moved towards him
at an unhurried pace. They surveyed the sight before them with apparent
satisfaction.


The torment in Will’s left arm prompted a wave of nausea to
flow over him. Swaying from the effort, the Union Pacific employee attempted to
gain a measure of relief by cradling it with his right hand. He just couldn’t
believe that anything could hurt so much.


‘Looks like you’re banged up some, mister.’


The strange voice possessed a harsh tone, utterly devoid of
human compassion. Struggling to focus, Will peered over at him. He made no
attempt to ask for help. Instead he merely stood his ground, swaying slightly,
and waited on events. The single rider returned and offered a terse report.
‘Neck’s broke. He’s buzzard bait.’


‘That’s too bad,’ responded the earlier speaker flatly.
‘Looks like you’re all on your lonesome, railroad man.’


With that, he pulled out a Colt Army Revolver and drew back
the hammer. Behind Will the cab had burst into flames, but he was completely
oblivious to it. All he could see was the gaping muzzle aimed unwaveringly at
his face. The gunman favoured him with an ominous grin and then, unbelievably,
squeezed the trigger. The .44-calibre ball took him just above the bridge of
his nose, flattened out some and then exited through the rear of his skull in a
welter of blood and brain tissue. The momentum threw the engineer’s now
lifeless body back towards the locomotive that he had so lovingly maintained.
His killer shrugged as he regarded the broken carcass before him, as though
somehow disappointed at the ease of it all. Turning in his saddle, he addressed
a skinny runt of a man.


‘Rufus, pass me some of that bug juice you’ve got hidden
away.’


‘I ain’t got any left, Jake,’ whined that individual softly.
His right eye twitched repeatedly as he parted with the lie.


As Jake’s baleful glance settled on Rufus, he toyed with a
skinning knife in his belt. ‘You know I always need a drink after a kill. Hand
it over or I’ll open you up good.’


The other man swallowed nervously and reached into a
saddle-bag. Jake got the drink that he so craved, but in doing so forgot one
very important thing. As he and his gang of gun thugs rode off into Nebraska’s
trackless wastes, they left the telegraph line uncut. Such a mistake could cost
a man dear!










Chapter
Two


 


The two riders approached the train wreck from the west. A
blind man on a galloping horse could have found it. The remains of the
burnt-out cab and tender were still smouldering, sending wisps of smoke up into
the cloudless sky. The locomotive itself was still venting steam, like some
great beast undergoing its death throes. It appeared strangely vulnerable, its
condition emphasized by the fact that the bulbous smoke stack lay at an
unnatural angle. The sickly sweet smell of burning flesh pervaded the site, but
that hadn’t deterred the local citizenry, who were busy looting the wreckage
for anything useful. Some of them glanced nervously over at the new arrivals,
trying to gauge their intentions. Those with a keen eye could not fail to see
the array of weapons that they possessed.


Joe Wakefield ignored the scavengers; what happened to the
cargo was not his problem.


‘See if anyone survived that,’ he remarked to his companion,
before moving out to circle the scene.


It didn’t take either of them long. Joe had just cut the
trail as Dan rejoined him. The young man had lost some of his natural
ebullience. His eyes were troubled as he made his report. ‘Dead as a wagon
tyre, engineer and fireman both. One with a broke neck, t’other with a ball in
the head. They’re both charred real bad from the fire. Those sons of bitches
play rough.’


‘From the look of these tracks there’s six of them,’ Joe
replied. ‘All on shod horses, so they sure ain’t savages.’


‘What are you aiming to do?’


‘Pursue!’


‘You right sure you really want to catch those fellers,
Josiah?’ Dan asked doubtfully. He came from a devout Christian family and never
shortened his leader’s name.


Easing his Sharps rifle out of its scabbard, Joe checked the
seating of the percussion cap before turning to directly face Dan. ‘This is the
third attack on a Union Pacific train. Robbery’s obviously not the motive.
Colonel Cartwright gave me the job of finding out just what is, so how’s it
going to look if I turn tail first time out?’


His companion stared at him long and hard before finally
emitting a resigned sigh. ‘Just don’t get us both kilt, Josiah. My mamma didn’t
raise me only to get shot dead.’


 


The plains stretched endlessly before them, but they weren’t
as flat and featureless as those back East thought. Undulations in the
landscape were sufficient to hide those who chose to be hidden. There were also
various rivers draining into the Platte. It was Joe Wakefield’s belief that the
wreckers would be overly confident and not expect pursuit, so they would
probably make camp beside one and bide their time. Unlike Dan, he was not new
to the role of manhunter. Having served in Hiram Berdan’s Second Regiment of
United States Sharpshooters during the recent Rebellion, he had an instinctive
feel for tracking down and destroying the opposition. It was for that reason
that he had been employed in his present role by the man charged with laying
the Union Pacific Railroad’s entire length of track. Shooting buffalo for the
meat required to feed a huge workforce had enabled him to keep his eye in since
the end of the conflict, but hunting ‘big shaggies’ didn’t pay as well as
hunting men.


The two men rode side by side in companionable silence for
some while. They had known each other and been firm friends since early
sixty-four. At twenty, Dan was the younger by four years and had only served in
the Union Cavalry for the final year of the conflict. Youth and enthusiasm were
there in abundance, but had been tempered by the harsh realities of warfare. So
it was that he was able to hold his tongue and allow Joe to relentlessly survey
the landscape, alert for the slightest disturbance. That man, matured far
beyond his years by his experiences, would have been loath to admit it, but he
felt a great affection for his good-natured companion. He looked upon him as
the younger brother he had never had. However, none of this would have
prevented him from putting them both in harm’s way if the job required it.
Josiah Wakefield possessed a certain icy cold-bloodedness, which was a
necessary quality for a killer of men.


Time passed and so did the miles. Dan was assailed by hunger
pangs and he belatedly realized that he had not eaten since he had breakfasted
at the railhead. When Colonel Cartwright had been informed of the latest
incident, he would tolerate no delay. Although no longer a serving officer, he
still expected everything to be done at the double. Characteristically, he had
demanded immediate and, if necessary, violent action. The colonel had assured
Joe that all measures taken would be held to be within the law but Dan was not
completely convinced. No longer sheltered by the military, he was concerned
that he might one day have to face a man with a badge and a warrant in his
hand. Sighing, Dan reached into a saddle-bag and extracted some strips of beef
jerky. The dried meat was strongly smoked and tasted delicious. Leaning
sideways in his McClellan saddle, he offered some to his companion.


‘There’ll be time for eating later,’ Joe responded
brusquely. ‘We’ve done found them.’


Sure enough, some three hundred yards away, smoke was
curling lazily up into the air from a camp-fire. Reining in, they rapidly
dismounted. Whilst Dan ground-tethered the animals, Joe scrutinized the terrain
before him through his drawtube spyglass. It was almost exactly as he had
predicted. A river. A camp. Six men grouped around a fire. With hunger gnawing
at him, Dan could almost smell the beans. Hell, they hadn’t even mounted a
guard.


Knowing that he had Dan to watch his back, Joe took the time
to view each man in turn. The weapons that they carried would determine the
course of action. He expected them to be well armed and they were, up to a
point. All had revolvers. The four Spencers did not surprise him, but the two
Henry Repeating Rifles gave them enviable firepower, so long as the copper
rimfire cartridges did not expand with the heat of rapid discharge and cause a
blockage. Yet none could match the long-range capability of his ‘truthful’
Sharps. The powerful breechloader boasted double-set triggers and a thirty-inch
rifle barrel.


Dan hissed in his ear. ‘What if it’s not them, Josiah? What
if they’re just out hunting?’


‘Then they’re going to get one hell of a shock,’ was the
uncompromising reply. Relenting slightly, Joe turned to face him. ‘Have you
crossed any other tracks between here and the train wreck?’


‘No,’ Dan responded dubiously. ‘But that don’t mean there
aren’t any. It’s a hell of a thing to kill a man, Josiah. I just want to be
sure.’


‘I am sure. Are you with me?’


The former cavalry trooper’s features were twisted with
indecision. He was painfully aware of his leader’s eyes boring into him as he
waited. Dan was beginning to realize that it was not always a good thing to
work for a friend. Finally, silently, he nodded. That would have to do.


‘All right, then. Chamber up that Spencer,’ Joe commanded,
returning his gaze to their prey. ‘Ease off to the right and belly up to them.
I’ll let you get close in before I open fire. And remember, we need screamers.
Don’t kill them all!’


He did not see his young companion’s reaction to that, but
Joe knew that he sounded a lot more confident than he felt. What if it wasn’t
them?


Pushing the thought from his mind, he raised and adjusted
the ladder sight on his Sharps rifle. Windage and elevation had to be taken
into account. Three hundred yards was quite a long shot, but easily achieved
when the target was a human torso. He had struck many an unsuspecting
Confederate soldier at such range. Dan was crawling into position, so the
sharpshooter had time to prepare. Placing a spare percussion cap in his mouth,
he breathed slow and steady. Ideally, he would have preferred to lie down, but
the ground before him was too uneven and would not have afforded him a shot.
‘Dan had better not scare,’ he reflected. ‘They’ll likely have us both if he
does!’


Finally, it was time. Down on one knee, he thumbed back the
hammer. Breathing steadily, Joe calmly sighted down the long barrel. The group
of six were obviously eating, because there was little movement. Lining up on a
broad back, he squeezed the first trigger. ‘God save me from misfires,’ he
muttered.


Just as his finger caressed the second trigger, a bearded
face chanced to look up from the fire directly at him. What the gun thug saw or
thought he saw mattered little. With a roar, the Sharps discharged. Ignoring
the outcome, Joe half-cocked the hammer, depressed the under-lever and then
blew into the breech. As someone bellowed out, ‘Assassins!’ he coolly loaded a
linen cartridge, raised the falling block and then slipped on the copper cap
from his mouth. Fully cocking the hammer, he again levelled the long gun. Only
then did he finally observe the fall of shot.


All the men had dropped to the ground. At least one was hit
and crying out in distress. The others loosed off a couple of wild shots in
reaction. Joe remained on one knee, having chosen to ignore the ‘fire and move’
rule. The chances of them hitting him at that range were slim, and he surmised
that they would soon be under fire from another source.


With divine timing, Dan opened up with his Spencer. As his
weapon crashed out, hot ashes leapt up from the fire. Yelping with pain, one of
the gang got on to all fours to scramble away. Squeezing off a well-judged
shot, Joe then rapidly reached for another cartridge. The prairie wind whipped
the powder smoke into his face and away. As ever he found the sulphurous whiff
curiously exhilarating.


 The .52-calibre ball had struck the unfortunate man in the
hip, knocking him into the very fire from which he had been trying to escape.
Howling in agony, he thrashed around, desperately trying to escape the flames
that engulfed him. Completely ignoring him, his remaining companions hugged the
ground and returned Dan’s fire. Being the nearest, they erroneously considered
him to be the most dangerous.


With his rifle reloaded, Joe leapt to his feet and advanced
at a fast trot. Dan was in trouble. The fifteen-shot Henrys were peppering the
ground around him, smothering any return fire that he might manage. What those
rifles lacked in power, they made up for in speed. The sharpshooter was less
than one hundred yards away before someone remembered his menacing presence.
Shifting to meet the rapidly approaching threat, Rufus lined him up in his
sights. In his eagerness to make a kill, the scrawny consumptive raised up from
the ground.


With his chest heaving, Joe had no time for any considered
marksmanship. Instinctively aiming low, he drew in a deep breath and fired on
the up-roll. The large ball caught Rufus squarely in the chest and literally
blew him backwards. Discarding the Sharps as though it was so much rubbish, Joe
dragged his Colt Army from its military-issue flap holster and charged at the
campsite, screaming foul blasphemies. A red mist had enveloped him. His blood
was up. Nothing else could account for such a suicidal display. He cocked and
fired three times. The .44-calibre balls from the single-action revolver failed
to strike flesh, but they disrupted any return fire. A vicious-looking thug in
a flash waistcoat clambered to his feet, chambering a cartridge into his Henry
Rifle. As Joe juddered to a halt, a bullet from Dan’s Spencer lifted the top of
the man’s head clean off. Blood and brain matter cascaded over the dead man as
he crumpled to the ground.


The Union Pacific needed prisoners, and only one man
remained unblooded. Yet, although armed with both a belt gun and a Spencer, he
no longer wanted any part of the conflict. Turning rapidly away, he began to
‘tote the mail’ for the river. Dan wasn’t near enough to intercept him and Joe
had had a belly full of running.


‘One chance,’ he bellowed. ‘Stop or I fire!’


The river bank beckoned and the runaway increased speed.
Cursing, Joe took a two-handed grip and levelled his revolver. Feeling no guilt
whatsoever at shooting a man in the back, he squeezed the trigger. The soft
lead ball caught the fugitive between the shoulder blades and neatly pitched
him into the river. No longer any kind of threat, he could keep. With two
chambers remaining, Joe again cocked his piece and turned back to the camp.
Bloody carnage along with the dreadful smell of burning flesh awaited him. Only
one man still lived, and Dan had a tale to tell.


‘Sweet Jesus, Josiah. I ain’t never seen the like! Your
first shot took two of them down. I saw it all. It went straight through the
first feller and hit this son of a bitch in the shoulder. Hot dang!’


Joe realized that such marksmanship could be perceived as
quite an achievement, but all he felt was a strange emptiness inside and an
unsettling weakness in his legs. He had taken part in numerous skirmishes
during the war to preserve the Union, but that had seemed different somehow.
Back then he had been in uniform, surrounded by his comrades and under orders.


The protests of the wounded man dragged him back to the
present. ‘You pus weasels have got no call to treat me like this. I’ve done
nothing wrong.’


‘You call wrecking a train nothing, mister?’ Dan’s
indignation was genuine. The sight of the two burnt corpses back at the track
had stayed with him.


‘We didn’t have anything to do with that,’ retorted Jake
indignantly. ‘We just happened upon it when it was all over.’


The leader and sole survivor of the gang was an
odious-looking individual with a pock-marked face and rank, greasy hair, but he
possessed a certain native cunning. Observing his two captors carefully, he
tried to assess his chances. Believing that familiarity was his best bet, he
tried another tack. ‘Say, you fellers wouldn’t happen to have some “Oh Be
Joyful” on you, would you? This wound’s given me a powerful thirst.’


Joe had had enough. Ramming his gun muzzle into the side of
Jake’s head, he rasped out, ‘Land sakes, I tire of this. Tell me who you work
for now, or you’ll take a lead pill.’


The other man’s attempt at bonhomie abruptly disappeared.
‘Go to hell!’


‘After this day’s work I believe that I shall,’ Joe replied
in all seriousness. The reality of being a back-shooter as well as a
sharpshooter had just sunk in and it didn’t sit well with him. He had been
pushed into it by the activities of the piece of scum in front of him and he
could feel anger beginning to build within him. Holstering his revolver, he
reached down and picked up one of the Henry Repeaters. Turning it over in his
hands, he immediately noticed something strange about it, but that could wait.
Steeling himself, he placed the muzzle over his prisoner’s shoulder wound.


‘If you don’t tell me who you work for and where I can find
him, I’ll have to hurt you bad.’


A queasy look came over Jake’s face. ‘If I tell you
anything, I’m dead anyway.’


‘Josiah, perhaps we should. . . .’ Dan’s fresh face was
clouded with concern. As it happened, his companion didn’t like what was about
to take place any more than he did. He just didn’t show it.


Apparently relenting slightly Joe said, ‘Just tell us where
in Columbus you get your instructions. Then we’ll patch you up and set you on
your horse.’


Then, without warning, he leaned on the butt of the rifle.
Jake’s high-pitched scream made both railroad men flinch. Blood coated the gun
muzzle. Joe felt sick to his stomach, whilst his young companion swiftly
averted his eyes.


‘Omaha,’ howled out their captive. ‘We met him in the ma—’


Jake’s head exploded like a ripe melon. His blood and brain
matter splashed everywhere. Only then did they hear the gunshot. Both men
dropped to the ground, with Joe reaching for his spyglass. Some four hundred
yards away, a man in a duster coat had mounted his horse and was urging it to
speed. Without his rifle, the former Berdan sharpshooter had no chance of
hitting the runaway, and quite probably little chance with it. The accuracy had
been breathtaking.










Chapter
Three


 


‘Omaha!’


Thomas Cartwright’s teeth, almost lost under his luxurious
beard, worked ferociously on a fat cigar butt. His sunburnt forehead creased
under the effort of intense thought. Thirty-four years old, he had been a
lieutenant colonel in the war and was now charged with building a railroad. He
was five feet eight inches of belligerent muscle and not a man to trifle with.


‘Omaha is a railroad town,’ he remarked fiercely. ‘It was
just a few shacks before the Union Pacific rolled in. You’re telling me that
those bull turds were working out of our town?’


‘I don’t reckon that feller was lying, Mister Cartwright,’
Joe replied soberly. ‘He was in an awful lot of pain at the time.’


The railhead boss regarded him pensively. ‘Six men, all
dead, you say.’


‘That’s how it ended up, Mister Cartwright. It wasn’t my
choosing, but the odds were stacked too high to go in easy.’


‘Yeah, well, I guess you did good, Wakefield.’ As he uttered
that grudging praise, the ‘track boss’s’ expression was hard to read. It
contained surprise, for sure, but also something more intangible that made Joe
wonder whether he and Dan had actually done the right thing in tackling the
wreckers. Possibly aware that his remark had fallen short of outright praise,
Cartwright continued with, ‘Those responsible have got to learn that they can’t
just ride roughshod over an operation as big as this.’


As if to support that statement there came an unremitting
stream of profanity uttered in a strong Irish accent as Shaughnessey, the
‘walking boss’, strode past the plush carriage containing the three men. That
forceful individual drove on the gangs of sweating workers as they lowered the
iron rails on to the waiting crossties and spiked them down. Four rails were
laid each minute, hour after hour. Thanks to their unceasing toil, the railhead
was rapidly approaching the small settlement of Grand Island, near the north
bank of the Platte River. Everything was carried out with military precision,
which was not surprising as the construction of the Union Pacific was in the
hands of ex-officers from the victorious North’s rapidly contracting army.


‘Something’s not right about any of this,’ Cartwright
continued thoughtfully. ‘Three derailments without robbery or demands. And then
there’s the killings. It’s almost as though the bastards are trying to scare us
into stopping the supply trains. One thing’s for sure, it’s slowing us up. The
terrain’s flat, so the grading proceeds swiftly, but without more rails the
track-laying won’t be able to keep pace. Without track we can’t make any money
and without that we can’t fund all this.’


He stopped long enough to light the well-gnawed cigar,
apparently oblivious to the oppressively hot atmosphere in the carriage. As it
began to emit clouds of pungent smoke, he seemed to come to a decision. ‘You
two are going to take a train ride. There’s at least one returning for supplies
tomorrow. If the man or men behind that gang are in Omaha, then that’s where
you need to be. And you might could see your way to hiring some more help.
You’re likely going to need it.’


Dan was aghast. ‘What if our train gets derailed, sir?’


Cartwright slowly shook his head in despair. ‘Son, they’re
not going to wreck it heading east. It’ll be empty!’


The young man flushed with embarrassment. To shift attention
from him, Joe proffered one of the rifles that they had recovered. ‘What about
this?’


The former colonel knew his weapons. ‘This is a Winchester.
Similar to the Henry, but a whole lot better. The loading gate in the side of
the frame makes for fast reloading, even lying down. With the wooden forestock,
you won’t burn your poor little hand when the barrel heats up. It’s so new I
haven’t even seen one out West before.’


‘What shall I do with it?’


‘You killed a man for that gun, Wakefield. I surely ain’t
going to try and take it off you.’


 


When the Union Pacific Railroad heading west on a diet of
whiskey met the Central Pacific Railroad heading east on a diet of tea, the
journey time from coast to coast would be reduced from six months to a mere six
days. The entire span of the recently unified United States of America would be
irrevocably linked for the first time. What the telegraph had achieved for
communication, the railroad would achieve for transport. The steam locomotive
was a modern miracle, but in its current state it was also a very basic and
uncomfortable form of travel. Wood burners emitted vast quantities of glowing
sparks, which had to be controlled by a cone-shaped deflector under the mouth
of the chimney and a wire screen covering the exit. These measures could never
completely stop flying sparks from blowing back on the travellers, yet to close
the rudimentary windows meant suffering in the stifling summer heat.


The two men were sitting on hard-backed wooden seats in the
single passenger carriage that formed part of the train. Its other components
were all flat cars, designed to carry track-laying materials. The only other
passengers were three sullen tracklayers, discharged by the walking boss for
persistently tardy work. They had been offered one-way tickets from the
railhead near Grand Island to the supply depots in Omaha. Generosity didn’t
come into it. The railroad just wanted rid of them. They sprawled untidily over
the bench seats, happy to rest from their eternal toil, but resentful at their
abrupt dismissal. The one-hundred-and-fifty-mile journey would take some five
hours, including a stop at Columbus.


With plenty of time to think, Dan had obviously got
something gnawing at him. ‘Why didn’t you tell the colonel about the seventh
man?’


Joe regarded his friend pensively. ‘I don’t really know.
Maybe because it could have made us look sloppy. And it certainly wouldn’t have
changed anything. All that ass boil wants is results. He’s cross-grained by
nature and not interested in anything unless it directly affects his precious
railhead.’


With that he fell contemplatively silent. The real issue was
just what someone stood to gain by slowing up the advance of the Iron Horse.
Could it be that the Central Pacific was trying to steal a march on their
rivals? The more track that they laid, the more they stood to gain in
government grants. Wrecking and outright murder seemed a bit excessive, though,
even in such a ruthless environment.


 Such thoughts occupied Joe Wakefield for some time until,
gazing out of the window, he realized that they were again approaching
Columbus. The stricken locomotive was still lying on its side. In the past
twenty-four hours, the good townsfolk had seized anything that they could carry
and the track had been hastily repaired. A few minutes later, the eastbound
supply train approached the rough-cut buildings that made up the settlement. It
was here that the two men encountered an individual the like of which they had
never seen before.


The locomotive stopped next to an elevated water tank. As
Joe stood up to stretch, a tall character wearing city clothes took his
attention. The man’s walk was slow, yet deliberate, as he moved towards the
single carriage. There was a panther-like grace to his bearing. Long, curly
golden hair splayed out over the collar of his frock coat. A luxuriant
moustache adorned his somewhat ill-formed upper lip. Two Colt Navy Sixes were
tucked, butts facing forward, into holsters on his highly polished leather
belt. As he was about to mount the first step, the stranger’s eyes flicked over
to take in Joe’s curious gaze. There was an intensity about them that gave him
pause. And that wasn’t his only concern.


As the new arrival temporarily moved out of sight, Joe
dropped back down next to his friend. ‘Take a look at the city gent coming in,
and at what he’s carrying.’


Dan had plenty of opportunity to do just that; such was the
man’s leisurely progress down the central aisle. Just prior to him reaching
their position, a brawny tracklayer happened to clamber across from the far
side of the carriage and dropped down on to the seat opposite. Someone or
something outside had clearly taken his interest.


‘Golden Hair’ came to a halt next to their section. Although
slimly built, there was an aura of power about him that hinted at hidden
capabilities. Having favoured the two manhunters with a mild glance, his eyes
glittered as he viewed their new neighbour. ‘You’re sitting in my seat,’ he
stated softly.


The Union Pacific employee had shoulders like house sides
and hands like hams. He could doubtless lift or hammer anything that was
required of him. Having been recently made unemployed, he was also in just the
right mood for a fight. Gazing sharply up at the interloper, he laughed out
loud before replying, ‘And you’re a black liar, mister!’


With that, he got to his feet and stood waiting, confident
that his mere appearance would be sufficient to back up such strong words.
Lifting his powerful arms, he began to flex his fingers, as though inviting a
response. As the other man was within range of his fists, he was clearly not
worried about the highly visible belt guns. Knowing that most confrontations
usually fizzled out, Joe fully expected more wordplay from one party or the
other before they drifted apart, but it was not to be.


The sudden violence occurred with lightning speed. Golden
Hair threw the linen duster coat that he was clutching in his left hand in a
roundhouse swipe that lashed into the labourer’s head. Caught unawares, that
individual attempted to fend it off, and in doing so left himself open to a
vicious blow on the forehead from the butt of a Colt Navy Revolver. With a
groan, he crumpled to the floor of the railway carriage.


His assailant deftly twirled his weapon, so that the
seven-and-a-half-inch octagonal barrel was suddenly pointing in the general
direction of anyone who might choose to intervene. Tossing the coat on to his
intended seat, he condescendingly drawled, ‘Either of you track hands want to
make more of this?’


Apparently neither of them did, because they both kept their
places. Either of them would have happily indulged in a fistfight, but there was
little point in getting shot dead attempting to claim a window seat. Nodding
slowly, Golden Hair slipped the revolver back into its resting place and turned
to face his new neighbours. An easy smile crept over his features as he
addressed them. ‘I take it you gentlemen have no objection to my sitting here?’


Although intrigued by their new acquaintance, Joe did not
intend that the man should deal out any more hard knocks. ‘I doubt if that Navy
Six could withstand another blow like that,’ he remarked mildly. ‘And if I did
object, it wouldn’t be my fists that I’d use on you.’


The interloper’s smile froze. ‘Oh, and what would you
employ?’


Joe silently gestured towards the side of the carriage,
where he had placed his Sharps.


A guarded look replaced the smile. ‘Long distance, eh. That
might could make you a hunter of sorts. What particular critters do you
favour?’


‘Two legs or four. Makes no difference to me. What’s your
weapon of choice?’


Golden Hair gently patted his brace of Colts as he replied,
‘These answer tolerably well across a Faro table.’


With that, he turned sideways across the bench seat, tilted
his wide-brimmed hat over his face and lowered his head on to the duster coat
that had so taken Joe’s attention. Their discourse was obviously at an end.


His two hosts regarded each other briefly and shrugged.
Whether asleep or not, the newcomer’s presence had affected their ability to
speak freely. They were left with little choice other than to submit to the
monotonous sounds on board the train and doze fitfully.


 


Some three hours later Golden Hair began to stir. The
vanquished tracklayer had long before staggered off to nurse a headache,
retribution apparently far from his mind. They were closing on the territorial
capital: Omaha. Joe decided that it was time to voice a decision that he had
just come to. Using his boot to gently nudge the other man, he remarked, ‘If
you would oblige me, sir, I would have words with you before we arrive.’


For a man who had supposedly been slumbering soundly, that
man’s gaze was remarkably keen as it focused on the speaker. ‘Talk away,
friend. I always welcome a parley.’


‘We work for the railroad,’ began Joe, careful to keep his
voice low. ‘But not as surveyors or tracklayers or some such. We’re more like
trouble-shooters. And believe me, sir, there is a shit load of trouble in these
parts. So I’m looking to hire on men that can handle themselves. Men like you.’


‘How do you know that you can trust me?’


‘I don’t, but I’d rather have you with me than against me.
Five dollars a day and found. What do you say to that?’


‘What makes you think I might be against you?’


Joe’s answer was deliberately evasive. ‘Those duster coats
turn up in the strangest places. Been meaning to get myself one for a while
now.’


Golden Hair stared at him long and hard. His brown eyes were
like flints. Then finally he spoke. ‘I believe I like you. Given loose rein I
could imagine working for you for a while. You’ve got yourself a new top hand.’


Favouring him with a broad smile, Joe announced, ‘I’m Joe
Wakefield from Wayne County, Pennsylvania. This is Dan Sturgis. What name do
you go by?’


At that moment the train jerked violently, as it slowed on
its approach to the engine sheds in Omaha. Taken by surprise, Joe lurched
forward. As though seeking to steady him, his new employee grabbed his hand in
a vicelike grip that he struggled to match. ‘The name’s Hickok,’ he replied.
‘James Butler Hickok. My friends call me Bill.’










Chapter
Four


 


The sun was beginning to set as they clambered down from the
railway carriage. Before them lay a mainly wooden city, brimming over with vice
and degradation. Barely twelve years old, it owed its existence to land
speculators across the water in neighbouring Council Bluffs. Its continued
expansion was due to both its position on the Missouri River and the fortuitous
arrival of the Union Pacific Railroad. It had become a base of operations for
that gigantic enterprise, with continuous steamboat traffic delivering the
greedily consumed raw materials.


As only an infrequent visitor, Joe really should have been
observing his surroundings, but instead his mind was struggling to recall where
he had heard the name ‘Hickok’ before. In a huge and expanding country,
containing vast open spaces, the delivery of news was erratic at best. Many men
attracted a reputation, often for the wrong reasons. The question was, had he
made the right decision in hiring him?


The projectile smashed into Dan’s left shoulder, its
momentum carrying him back into the ubiquitous mud. Another one clipped the
heel of Joe’s right boot, almost pitching him forward into the same substance.
Taken unawares and totally unprepared, agonizing bloody death seemed to be the
only outcome. Then Bill Hickok opened up with his Colts. Struggling desperately
to catch his balance, Joe heard rather than saw the rapid gunshots. Leaving his
saddle-bags where they lay, he retained the Sharps and crouched down next to
Dan. Blood welled up through the material of his stricken friend’s jacket.
Tears of pain streamed from anguished eyes as the young man attempted to move.
Hooking an arm under his right shoulder, Joe heaved him to his feet.


‘The cockchafers are using the first floor of the hotel,’
bellowed Hickok. ‘Get your possum on to the boardwalk and follow me.’


With that, he fired another ball at the Cozzens House Hotel
and then ran full chisel for the main entrance. Depositing Dan out of harm’s
way as instructed, Joe remained with him just long enough to stuff his kerchief
over the shoulder wound before hobbling over to join his new employee. Meeting
him at the entrance to the gaudy establishment, he cocked his buffalo gun.
Hickok had a revolver in each hand and appeared to be calm, collected and
completely in his element.


‘You line that cannon up on the stairs,’ he commanded.
‘Anything moves, pop a cap!’


With that, the flamboyant shootist burst into the lobby,
scouring the room for any potential threat. Not surprisingly, the large space
was suddenly empty of any residents. Joe peered down open sights with a
feverish intensity, all the while praying that the ambuscade did not include a
back-shooter. From the first floor there came the sound of a woman crying out
in pain. That just had to be connected.


Hickok motioned for his new boss to shift position to the
foot of the stairs. As Joe complied, he then rushed for the half-landing. So
far neither of them had caught a glimpse of their two assailants, but that was
about to change.


In response to Hickok’s approach, a rifle swung into view,
its muzzle aimed directly at his chest. Instinctively, Joe drew a bead on the
bearded thug behind it and fired. In the close confines of the lobby, the
discharge sounded like an artillery piece. Shrouded in black powder smoke with
his ears ringing, he had no idea who or what he might have hit. Then the
screaming started. ‘I’m dying, Wes. The bastard’s kilt me!’


On the half-landing, Hickok fired once for effect, and then
bounded up to the first floor. Confident that he was covered, Joe followed at a
slower pace, reloading as he climbed.


‘Reckon you just saved my life, Mister Wakefield,’ drawled
the pistoleer. ‘That’s a real crowd-pleaser you’ve got there.’


Before them, in an ever-expanding pool of blood, lay the
first assassin. He was a burly, hairy fellow with red froth now flowing over
his whiskers. The heavy ball had entered him in the gut at a steep angle. With
the soft lead flattening on impact, it had no doubt blown a sizeable hole
through his back. He was wailing with the pain and would be a while dying, but
was no longer a threat. His Winchester lay where it had fallen, a duplicate of
the one that Thomas Cartwright had been holding in his hands the previous day.
Joe kicked it out of possible reach and then removed a six-shooter from the
expiring man’s belt.


‘This sack of shit’s finished,’ he remarked laconically. ‘What
else have we got up here?’


Together, he and Hickok surveyed the hotel landing. With no
natural light, it was illuminated by a selection of flickering oil lamps. There
were five closed doors on either side.


‘Not a joyful prospect,’ Hickok muttered, ‘checking every
one for another long gun.’


The agonized keening of his victim was playing on Joe’s
nerves, so he limped quietly down the corridor. Stopping between two doors, he
stood and listened. He didn’t have long to wait. From one of the bedrooms came
a plaintive whimper. It could only be fear or pain from the same woman as
before.


As Hickok joined him, Joe whispered, ‘I need him alive if
possible.’


If the other man heard that, he didn’t trouble to
acknowledge it. Instead he reached out and tapped on the door with the muzzle
of one Colt. ‘Knock, knock,’ he playfully announced.


With a tremendous splintering crack, a bullet tore through
the timber. Hickok kicked hard at the door and then stepped sharply back. Under
such force, the wood around the lock splintered and it swung open.


A woman screamed out, ‘Don’t shoot. For pity’s sake don’t
shoot!’


Poking his Sharps around the doorframe, Joe risked a quick
glance. Across the room, with their backs to the window, stood two people. Wes
turned out to be a cadaverous individual, so slight of build that he was almost
completely hidden by his human shield. She was quite obviously a Dutch gal: a
woman of easy virtue. Tight-fitting, gaudy clothes and too much rouge said it
all. Sadly for her she was not at her best. With her left arm brutally twisted
behind her back, streaming tears had ruined her make-up.


‘Anyone pops a cap on me and it’s the fast trick that takes
it,’ spat Wes venomously.


As Joe replied, he was conscious of his companion taking
careful aim from across the entrance. ‘If I fire this piece at close range,
it’ll punch straight through her and into you. Is that what you want, Wes?’


Such action would have required a callous disregard for
human life, the like of which he did not possess. Yet Wes could not know that,
because he quite obviously had no such qualms. As a consequence his clammy
features suddenly registered gut-churning fear.


‘It doesn’t have to be like this, Wes,’ he continued softly.
‘Just lower your piece and you have my word that you’ll live.’


His weapon began to waver. A Winchester is too heavy to aim
with one hand for long. Indecision began to take hold and Joe knew then that he
had him.


Hickok’s Navy Six discharged with a painful roar. The ball
struck Wes’s top lip, taking several teeth with it. The momentum was sufficient
to carry him into and out of the window directly behind him. Showered with
blood and grey matter, the woman screamed with horror, but at least she still
lived. Death had robbed Wes of his vice-like grip on her wrist; otherwise she
too would have been lying in the street covered with broken glass.


‘I’ll leave you to wish him well on his journey,’ remarked
Hickok drolly. ‘I always need a shot of Old Red Eye after a kill.’


Peering out of the window, Joe Wakefield noticed that nobody
seemed overly concerned at the turn of events. If there was any law in Omaha
that day, it sure wasn’t in any all-fired hurry to show itself.










Chapter
Five


 


‘Reckon I earned my first day’s pay, Mister Wakefield!’


James Butler Hickok sat, apparently completely at ease, with
his back to the wall in a saloon on 9th Street. He sipped house whiskey from a
short glass and showed every sign of enjoying it whereas, after that day’s
events, black coffee was all Joe could manage. Physically, he had escaped with nothing
worse than a sore heel. What really rankled was the damage to his only pair of
boots, and of course his friend’s injury. Dan was asleep in a hotel room,
having been liberally dosed with laudanum by the local sawbones. Extracting the
ball had been easy; the small pieces of clothing less so. Although he had only
suffered a flesh wound, there was always the danger of greenrod setting in if
the injury became infected.


‘I’d take it kindly if you’d call me either Joe or Josiah,’
that man replied. ‘Mister Wakefield has me looking for the warrant in your
hand.’


‘Then let it be Joe,’ responded Hickok immediately. ‘Josiah
sounds altogether too biblical and I was never one for the scriptures. For
myself, I prefer to be called Bill by my friends. It sounds less formal.’


Joe favoured him with a broad smile. He was developing a
genuine liking for the man, yet he told himself to remain circumspect. There
was something more than the mere possession of a duster coat troubling him and
he could not contain it any longer. ‘There is something I would know. I asked
you to take that murderous scoundrel alive, yet you completely ignored me.
Why?’


Bill regarded him steadily and unblinkingly as he replied.
‘For the best of all reasons. Survival. That pus weasel’s hand was trembling
like a bitch on heat. Like enough he’d have triggered that rifle without
proposing to.’


His explanation carried weight. It indicated experience and
practicality in equal measure. Anyway, there was little point in disputing it
and creating ill feeling, because right then Joe needed all the help that he
could get. Nodding slowly, he took a sip of coffee and left the matter there. A
companionable silence settled over them as they imbibed, only to be broken by
the advent of a most unsettling thought.


‘It occurs to me,’ Joe remarked quietly, ‘that nobody in
this city should have known in advance of our arrival or the business that
brought me here. Those two assassins had to have been forewarned by telegraph.’


Keeping his voice low, Bill leaned forward and increased the
stakes. ‘Which gives you the man that sent you here, along with anyone that
chanced to overhear and, of course, the telegraph operator.’


Joe found it hard to believe that Colonel Cartwright could
be behind such a murderous plot. The man lived and breathed the railroad.
Someone else had to be involved. There was only one place to start.


‘Come morning we must visit the telegraph office. Any
message had to be both sent and received by an operator.’


Bill momentarily toyed with his shot glass, as though
weighing something up. ‘Are you right sure you want to follow this trail? You
survived today because they didn’t expect backup, which must now make me a
marked man as well.’


Joe was beginning to regret not having brought along his
newly acquired Winchester. Not that it mattered. Dan wouldn’t be firing his, or
indeed anything else two-handed for a while. As for Hickok’s inquiry, that made
him the second employee to question his course of action in recent days.


‘I took on a job and I mean to see it through, Bill. If that
doesn’t sit well, then you can collect your day’s pay and depart with no hard
feelings.’


The pistol fighter regarded him solemnly for a few seconds,
before favouring him with an apparently genuine smile. ‘I reckon I’ll stick
around. You can use the help and I can use the specie. But if you’re going to
stay with this kind of work you’d do well to cut the flap off that holster.
You’re not in the army any more and the enemy’s not wearing butternut grey and
firing muzzleloaders. The time it takes to palm that pistola will see you
paroled to Jesus!’


 


The next morning, as they breakfasted on pancakes and
coffee, Joe Wakefield and Bill Hickok received a singularly hostile visitor.
The big man observed them briefly from the threshold of the busy eating house,
before directly approaching them. He was of above average height and
broad-shouldered, wore a sombre black frock coat and sported a city marshal’s
badge. No weapon was visible, but the noticeable bulge under his left arm
suggested a shoulder rig. As is sometimes the way, Joe took an immediate
dislike to the newcomer before the man had even opened his mouth. What followed
only confirmed that feeling.


‘You boys must be the railroad detectives that bust up my
town yesterday.’


As it appeared to be a statement rather than a question, the
two men continued with their repast. Showing no emotion at their snub, the
marshal pulled up another chair and twirled it back to front, before straddling
it with his arms leaning on the backrest. From that position, he scrutinized
them closely, all the while chewing remorselessly on a cheek full of tobacco.
It didn’t go unnoticed by either of the railroad men that his holdout weapon
was within easy reach.


‘Yeah, I’ve decided,’ he remarked menacingly. ‘I really
don’t like you two!’


Bill regarded the lawman mildly before offering him some
coffee.


‘I’ll stick with my plug,’ came the cold response. ‘In the
meantime I want to know just what you two snake-eyed sons of bitches are doing
here.’


For the first time, Joe stopped eating and faced him
directly. The marshal was a nasty-looking cuss with close-set eyes and a
drooping black moustache. There was a hard set to his jaw and a meanness to his
mouth that suggested he very probably didn’t run a friendly jail. Knowing that
the Union Pacific carried plenty of weight in those parts, Joe decided to push
back.


‘And where were you when my friend and I came under deadly
fire from the hotel? If it wasn’t for my breakfast guest here, we’d both be
mustered out.’


On the point of replying, the marshal suddenly twisted round
on his chair and with remarkable accuracy sent a revolting stream of black
juice into the nearest spittoon. When he turned back, his face held a dangerous
touch of colour. Fixing his cold eyes on Joe’s new employee, he asked, ‘Are you
his heel hound, then?’


That man stiffened and then shifted in his seat. His eyes
became chips of ice. When he replied, his voice had an ominous tone to it. ‘The
name’s Hickok, Marshal. Bill Hickok. Just what is it about us that happens to
offend you?’


‘Hickok,’ came the scornful reply, ‘I’ve heard of you.
You’re supposed to be some kind of fearsome pistol fighter. Well you don’t
impress me with that two-gun rig!’


‘Have you got any papers on me?’


‘I’ve got plenty that could match up to a lily-livered
back-shooter!’


It was at that point that both men realized that the marshal
had to have backup. His right hand lingered near his shoulder rig and with such
outrageous insults, he was definitely on the prod. Therefore, there had to be
someone else supporting his play and acting as a witness, in case any gunplay
had to be justified before a judge.


Joe very slowly brought both hands up on to the table. After
a short and highly charged delay, Bill followed suit. If there were going to be
any shooting, then the lawman would have to instigate it. Only then did Joe say
his piece.


‘If there’s going to be any kind of ruckus, then you’ll have
to start it. We’re just here to eat. If somebody wants damages for yesterday’s
shindig, tell them to put a claim in to the Union Pacific. You carry messages,
don’t you, law dog?’


The marshal flinched as though he had been struck.
Incandescent rage flared on his features and he gripped the chair back until
his knuckles showed white. Joe truly believed that he had pushed too hard. With
an obvious effort, the ‘law dog’ retained just enough self-control to form a
response.


‘Yeah, I carry messages and I’ve one to give you. And it
brings me to the which of why I’m here. I don’t like the goddamned railroad.
This was my town until they came sashaying in here with their big-city money
and their grand plans for our future. I don’t care who you two fellers work
for. If you step out of line in my town I’ll lock you up and throw away the
key. Ask anybody about Marshal Deke Pritchett and they’ll tell you to step wide
of him.’


With that, he stood up, thrust the chair away and strode out
of the eating house without a backward glance. Only then did a burly plug-ugly
hefting a massive Colt Dragoon rise up and follow him out.


Bill met Joe’s glance and raised his eyebrows as he
commented sardonically, ‘Looks like you’ve been warned, Joe Wakefield.’


 


The office of the Pacific Telegraph Company was only a short
walk away but, after their recent encounter, they proceeded with great care.
Keeping to the boardwalk, they avoided open spaces and maintained a safe
distance between each other. It appeared that they were up against not only
railroad saboteurs but the local law as well. Or perhaps they were one and the
same. It loomed large in Joe’s mind that Jake’s last word on Earth had begun
with the letters ‘m-a’. Could that possibly mean the marshal’s office? Such
thoughts did not sit well with him. With Dan temporarily incapacitated and Bill
Hickok a relatively unknown quantity, he felt as though he were between a rock
and a hard place.


The two men reached the telegraph office without incident.
There were plenty of people on the muddy street that morning, but none that
appeared overtly threatening. Some unfortunates were not even able-bodied. Two
invalids passing the time of day outside of their destination were quite
pitiful to behold. Aged far beyond their years, both were wearing remnants of
Union Blue and both were amputees. One had lost his entire right leg, the other
his lower left arm. Their expressions were blank, their eyes devoid of hope.
They were bitter proof that although the actual fighting had ended, the Civil
War would live on for a long time to come. One of the broken veterans glanced
up at the tall, well-made young man and muttered, ‘You won’t get no change out
of that miserable bastard in there.’ Then he cackled mirthlessly and went back
to people-watching.


Joe was well aware that, but for the grace of God, he could
easily have been in a similar condition. Tearing his gaze from them, he entered
the office. By pre-arrangement, Bill was to remain outside on guard. The
Pacific Telegraph Company ran the communication link between Omaha and Salt
Lake City in Utah. Any message from the railhead had to have come in on their
wire. Joe approached the counter and took in the somewhat officious-appearing
individual before him. The clerk had the soft, puffy flesh of a man who spent
his entire life indoors. He had access to the magical machine: the telegraph
key and relay system. It allowed him an exaggerated sense of power, which he no
doubt exercised to the full over those timid enough to allow it.


‘I couldn’t possibly divulge any information about messages
received in this office,’ the clerk huffily replied, in answer to Joe’s
inquiry. His manner suggested that his office enjoyed a similar sanctity to
that of a church.


Joe tried again. ‘I am directly employed by Colonel
Cartwright of the Union Pacific. I have the right to inspect any messages
relating to railroad business.’


‘I don’t care if you’re employed by General U. S. Grant
himself; unless a message is for you and you pay for it, I can’t help you. Or
rather, I won’t help you.’ The young man seemed to derive great satisfaction
from that final sentence.


Joe could feel a familiar anger building up within him, but
he retained control for the present. The particular emphasis on one word had
given him an idea. Carefully leaning his long rifle against the counter, he
then reached into an inner pocket of his jacket. With a flourish, he extracted
an object that was sure to generate great interest.


The night before Joe had left home to join the Union forces,
his father had proudly presented him with a large, privately minted Californian
gold piece. It was a treasured possession that had supposedly been obtained
during his travels, following service in the Mexican War. By some miracle he
had managed to avoid spending it. Wakefield Senior had never clearly explained
just how he had got his hands on it, which somehow only seemed to add to its
allure. The valuable metal was intended as a bargaining tool of last resort, to
assist with young Wakefield’s survival if all else failed.


As the infinitely desirable gold piece appeared on the
counter, a sea change came over the clerk. His eyes, already accentuated by a pair
of bottle-bottomed glasses, widened to ridiculous proportions as he regarded it
with awe. He began to lick a pair of slug-like lips. The supercilious manner
had fallen away like a discarded coat.


Joe placed the forefinger of his left hand on the precious
object, pinning it to the counter. ‘Take a closer look,’ he suggested.


The only way for the Pacific Telegraph employee to do that
was to lean forward, exactly as Joe had intended. As the man innocently lowered
his head towards the counter, Joe’s right hand snaked round behind it. Grabbing
hold of the unresisting skull, he exerted all his considerable strength and
slammed it on to the polished wooden surface. The resulting crunch was enough
to make a statue cringe. Despite the agony of a broken nose and possibly some
teeth, his victim was too stunned to cry out. Blood and snot cascaded from his
mangled snout as he staggered back. Tears streamed from behind his damaged
spectacles as he tried to understand what had just happened.


‘You’ve broken my dose,’ he wailed through mashed lips.


Totally indifferent to his suffering, Joe then did two
things simultaneously. He tucked the gold piece safely back into his jacket and
drew his revolver.


‘That’s going to be the least of your worries,’ he snarled.


 


Some few minutes later, the railroad detective quietly left
the premises. Glancing down at the lounging veteran he remarked, ‘I’ve just
brought tears to his eyes!’


A response was neither expected nor forthcoming so, without
a backward glance, Joe headed for the Cozzens House Hotel. He knew that Bill
would follow on and he had information to impart.


 


‘That little pile of puke eventually proved to be very
talkative. Turns out Marshal Pritchett is not just the peace officer of this
piss pit,’ he confided softly as they sat in the lobby. ‘He also censors all
the mail. Uses a mixture of threats and bribery without the telegraph company
knowing a thing. He gets to see everything that comes into the office before
the recipients do, so he’s always one step ahead. Which means he knew what was
going to happen to us yesterday, even if he wasn’t party to it.’


His new employee regarded him warily. ‘Seeing the smile on
your face when you left that office, I reckoned you’d kicked some ass. Which
also means that afore long the marshal’s going to know that you know what he’s
about. If you get my drift,’ he added dryly.


‘That I do. The problem is, I don’t have any idea what to do
about it,’ replied Joe with remarkable candour. It was rare indeed for him to
admit to any shortcomings. There was something about Bill’s assured manner that
encouraged him to share confidences.


‘Something’ll come to you. Meantime, let’s look in on your
young friend,’ that man responded. ‘Who knows, he might fancy a nip of joy
juice. That’s if he’s not already a laudanum addict.’


Joe knew that the older man was humouring him, but he took
it in good part and together the two of them headed for the stairs. He was,
after all, genuinely keen to see how his comrade was recovering. On reaching
the corridor, they couldn’t help but notice the large dried bloodstain on the
boarding. It would take more than a bit of scrubbing to remove that. As they
approached the door that Bill had forced, they heard the sound of hammering. A
carpenter was replacing the shattered window. The man briefly glanced at them
as they strode past. As yet they had not been approached to pay for the
repairs, but it could not be long before someone plucked up the courage.


Dan’s bedroom was at the rear of the hotel where it was
quieter. With his door being at the end of the corridor there was also less
foot traffic. Happily summoning a broad smile, Joe entered the room. Everything
was as they had left it. Dan appeared to be sound asleep, doubtless under the
influence of the medicinal solution. The clean sheets were tucked high, so that
only his unruly mop of fair hair was visible. It was the total lack of movement
that brought a sudden chill to Joe’s flesh.


Heart filled with dread, he rushed forward. Carefully
pulling back the sheets, he recoiled in horror at the sight that met his eyes.
A garbled cry escaped his lips as he took in the viciously severed flesh and
the sheer quantity of sticky blood that coated Dan’s chest. His throat had been
cut with such force that his head was only kept in place by the support of the
pillow. His eyes were wide open, staring glassily at the ceiling as though
seeking a motive for his appalling fate. His mamma might not have raised him to
get shot, but that fact hadn’t saved him from the assassin’s blade.










Chapter
Six


 


A terrible mixture of anger and grief swept over Joe as he
stared around the room. He was crazy-eyed and almost beyond reason. While he
had been out of the hotel, brutally intimidating an inconsequential clerk, his
only real friend in the world had been slaughtered in his sickbed. Lurching
blindly passed a shocked Bill Hickok, Joe reached the corridor. Someone was
going to pay. At that moment in time he would have killed any man that came
under his guns. Yet somehow, a fragment of logical thought penetrated his seething
brain. Somebody must have seen the killer. He had to have had blood on his
hands. The workman!


Joe’s rapid footsteps alerted the carpenter, who gazed at
him with apparent curiosity as he stormed into the room.


‘What did you see?’ he bellowed.


Interest turned to alarm as the man feigned ignorance. ‘I
didn’t see nothing, mister!’


Bill had arrived in the room. He rapidly summed up the
situation. Joe’s mind, addled by grief, was incapable of careful reasoning, but
not so his. ‘If you won’t tell us what you didn’t see, tell us what you did.’


The man gazed at him in disbelief. Alarm began to give way
to belligerence. He was a large, powerful fellow with a hammer in his hand.
‘Tricks with words don’t cut it with me, mister. Back off and take your partner
with you.’


Such obstruction proved too much for Joe. Cocking his
Sharps, he thrust the muzzle towards the workman. It was lucky for that
individual that the weapon did not have an iron socket bayonet attached.


‘One man has already gone through that window, as well you
know. If you don’t talk, I’ll make it two!’


A hammer was no answer to a breechloader, as the suddenly
very scared workman realized. He was definitely going through the full gamut of
emotions that morning. Inevitably it was he that had to back off and Joe
followed on, all the time prodding the man’s torso with his rifle barrel.
Abruptly there was nowhere else to go. New panes of distorted glass were the
only barrier between him and the street. A potentially fatal fall beckoned and
the words began to flow. ‘I’ll talk, goddamn it. Just don’t pop a cap on me. It
was that big Irish bastard Sullivan that did it. He had blood on his hands when
he left, just like you.’


It was true. Joe’s hands had Dan’s congealing blood on them,
but his guilt was of a different kind. Shaking his head, as if trying to clear
it, he took a step backward. He now had someone new to vent his anger on.


‘What is Sullivan?’ demanded Bill. ‘Who does he answer to?’


The workman had sensed that the danger to him personally was
passing. All he wanted then was to be rid of them.


‘He works for Pritchett. He’s a deputy.’


‘I thought lawmen were sworn in to save lives, not take
them,’ remarked Bill dryly and then instantly regretted it. Joe fixed his
wild-eyed stare on him before turning away and charging out of the room.


‘Shit, that did it,’ intoned Bill as he raced after his
employer.


‘Anybody asks, I never said a word,’ yelled the workman
after his persecutors.


 


Joe Wakefield bounded down the stairs and into the lobby. He
was barely conscious of the startled looks that greeted his arrival. Although
he could hear running footsteps behind him, he did not associate them with any
particular threat. Forgetting all the rules that governed his profession, he
ignored everyone and blundered out into the street. The only thing that filled
his mind was the idea of drawing a fine bead on Deputy Sullivan. That man was
going to die for what he had done to Dan. Whether it came hard or easy was up
to him. As the sound of heavy breathing came from behind him, Joe said his
piece without bothering to turn. ‘You’re either with me or against me in this,
Hickok!’


Sure enough it was that man who replied. ‘I was afraid you’d
say that.’


The sudden devastating blow on the back of his head felt as
though the sky was falling in. Overwhelming pain flooded over him and then
everything simply went black.


 


Joe struggled desperately against some form of restraint.
Something was pressing hard against his chest. Crying out, he snapped his eyes
open. The strong daylight lanced in and hurt his nerves, but at least he could
see. The imposing moustachioed figure of Bill Hickok loomed large as he leaned
over him. He was holding the barrel of a much-abused Colt Navy, ready to use it
as a club again if necessary. Bizarrely, it suddenly occurred to Joe that
although his assailant was not particularly good-looking, he definitely
possessed a roguish charm. He also had all his weight bearing down on his
prisoner.


‘Get off of me, goddamn it. That was one hell of a
sockdolager you gave me.’


Bill gazed down at him appraisingly. ‘I ain’t letting you up
until you tell me you’re over that conniption fit. If you’d bust into the
marshal’s office like that, you’d likely have got yourself kilt. Even if you’d
got lucky, you wouldn’t have been much better off. Killing a lawman is a sure
way to trouble, even in these parts.’


Slowly the tension left Joe’s body. The logic of that little
speech was all too clear. And yes, the kill crazy fury had died down. What
remained was a great sadness and an implacable desire for revenge. Regarding
his captor calmly, he remarked, ‘I’ve got my kilter back. You have my oath on
it.’


Bill favoured him with a gentle smile and stood up.
Holstering his revolver, he reached out and hauled Joe to his feet. That man
groaned and swayed, but with the support of his companion remained upright.
Gradually the nausea departed, until at last he was able to take in his
surroundings. They were in a narrow side alley next to the hotel. As his
awareness returned, so did his wits. Even as he spoke, he noticed that the
other man was now in possession of Dan’s new repeating rifle.


‘We need to talk, but not here and not in the hotel. Let’s
head for the rail depot. There’s bound to be an empty carriage we can use.’


‘Now you’re making sense,’ responded Bill gratefully.


 


Ten minutes later they were ensconced in a deserted
passenger car. Joe’s written authorization from Thomas Cartwright allowed him
access to pretty much all parts of the Union Pacific operation.


‘That shit-faced workman is the only person who knows that
we’ve discovered Dan and he isn’t going to talk,’ reasoned Joe. ‘Which means
that we’ve got some time to think this through.’ He deliberated for a moment
and then continued. ‘If the law in Omaha has been bought, then we need to find
out who’s put up the specie. I reckon the same son of a bitch is behind the
train wrecking.’


‘Can’t argue with any of that,’ replied his companion.
‘Question is, how do we go about it?’


‘We need to put a whole heap of pressure on that no-account
marshal,’ Joe stated forcefully. ‘If he stands to lose his life or liberty,
then he might could get to talking. Problem is, what we know and what we can
prove are two whole different things.’


With that, a lengthy silence descended on the two men. They
were faced with a thorny problem. Dan’s murder was a hanging offence, but only
if the killer could be brought to trial with a witness. Even then it wouldn’t
personally affect the marshal and it certainly wouldn’t bring them any closer
to identifying whoever was behind the derailments. Joe began to feel
frustration building within him. He felt terribly responsible for the young
man’s death and harboured an extreme dread of having to confront Dan’s poor
mother in Hartford, Massachusetts with the news.


The brooding peace was shattered by a blasphemous oath, as
Bill slapped his thigh. ‘If you aren’t already glad you’ve hired me, you will
be now.’


Joe regarded him quizzically but remained silent.


‘Mail tampering,’ announced Bill with a theatrical flourish.
‘That’s how we get the son of a bitch. It’s a federal offence to interfere with
the post. The telegraph is a new-fangled form of mail. If there was a witness
prepared to swear that Pritchett had been obtaining messages first by the use
of bribes or threats, then we could have him arrested by a Deputy United States
Marshal.’


Joe just stared at him as he absorbed what, initially,
appeared to be a very fanciful idea. Yet the more he thought about it, the more
he had to admit that he liked it.


‘Well, what do you think?’ demanded an impatient Bill
Hickok, aggrieved that he hadn’t received his deserved acclaim. ‘You really are
all shit and no sugar today!’


‘I think it could just work, Bill,’ the other man responded
cautiously. ‘The threat of federal prison should loosen Pritchett’s tongue. But
it will mean kidnapping and protecting a very reluctant witness. If the marshal
realizes what we’re about and gets his hands on him first, we wouldn’t have a
case.’


‘Keeping him safe ain’t going to be easy in this cess-
pool,’ observed Bill. ‘The marshal will have his ear to the ground. Your friend
is proof of that.’


As the horrific scene in the hotel room flashed through his
mind, Joe’s features registered grim determination. He gestured around at their
passenger carriage. ‘He’d be safe enough in one of these … if it was moving!’


 


The sun had just passed its zenith as James Butler Hickok
sauntered over to the office of the Pacific Telegraph Company. The disabled
veterans were still passing the time of day on the boardwalk. As he drew
closer, one of them muttered confidentially, ‘Young blowhard inside’s not
having a good day.’


Bill tilted back his wide-brimmed hat and replied in all
seriousness, ‘It’s about to get worse.’


With that enigmatic comment, he entered the office.
Conveniently there were no other customers. A somewhat battered young man was
reading a message and clacking away on the telegraph key. He glanced up sourly
at the newcomer. There was a crack in the spectacles that covered blackened
eyes and his nose was red and angry. The liberal amount of cream spread over it
testified to him having received some rudimentary medical attention.


‘You’ll have to wait,’ he remarked testily with a notably
nasal twang. ‘I’m a busy man.’


‘I guess there’s just no rest for the wicked,’ responded his
suddenly very unwelcome visitor. A revolver had abruptly appeared in his right
hand and was pointed unwaveringly at the clerk’s head. ‘May I know your name,
young sir?’


That luckless individual’s hand froze over the key. His
saucer-like eyes were fixed on the gun muzzle as he stammered out a response.
The injured nose had an unintentionally comic effect on his speech. ‘My dame’s
Toby. P-p-please don’t shoot me, mister.’


‘Well hello, Toby,’ Bill stated brightly. ‘You and me are
going to take a friendly stroll over to the railroad depot by way of the hotel.
But first I want you to shut the office up and draw the blinds. Just as though
you were going to take a little holiday.’


Watching as the telegraph office closed for business, Joe
knew that it was time. Drawing in a deep, calming breath, he pivoted slightly
so that he could scrutinize the marshal’s office. Because the two were not in
direct line of sight, there was no way that Pritchett could know that his
‘messenger boy’ had left unusually early. Having loitered for some time, Joe
knew that there were only two lawmen on the premises. It was always possible
that the marshal had one of his men outside on watch, but Joe hadn’t spotted
anyone and in any case it was unlikely.


Pritchett couldn’t know that there was a specific threat
against him.


Although the office had iron bars on all the windows, the
blinds were up to allow in plenty of natural light. The marshal was sipping a
cup of coffee. The two men were obviously about to indulge in a late lunch, as
his powerfully built deputy had only just arrived with what had looked like a
food hamper. If his name was Sullivan, he was about to get more than a piece of
pie in his gut. He bore no resemblance to the brute that had backed Pritchett
in the eating house, which meant that there was at least one more deputy on the
loose. Joe knew that he was taking a great risk, confronting the lawmen in
their own lair, but he was counting on the advantage of surprise to see him
through.


Stepping lightly off the boardwalk, he strolled casually
across the street. His Sharps, with its thirty-inch barrel, was held loosely at
his side. Its hammer was on half cock to prevent any accidental discharge. Joe
had decided against exchanging it for his murdered friend’s Winchester. He was
comfortably familiar with his big ‘cap ’n ball’ rifle and he well knew that it
looked far more intimidating at close range. Besides, Bill appeared to be quite
taken with the new-fangled weapon.


Reaching the door, he stopped and politely knocked softly on
the glass before entering. As expected, the two men looked over at him without
any sign of alarm. They both wore gunbelts but their hands were otherwise
occupied. The marshal had obviously temporarily removed his earlier that
morning before entering the eating house, in an effort to lull his two intended
victims into a sense of false security. Joe deliberately avoided eye contact,
fearful that they would notice the fire in his gaze. Instead he chose to glance
casually around the office, before moving in closer. Pritchett had a mouthful
of cold meat, but still couldn’t resist a scornful greeting. ‘Hey, it’s the
railroad detective, whatever one of those is. Next thing you know they’ll be
sending in the Pinkertons, ha ha.’


‘Why on earth should they want to do that, marshal?’ Joe
asked lightly, before abruptly eyeballing the deputy. ‘Might your name be
Sullivan?’


Confusion registered on that man’s bovine features. ‘What if
it. . . ?’


Joe slammed the rifle muzzle into Sullivan’s belly with
tremendous force. With an agonized cry, the deputy doubled over and staggered
back into his boss, thereby preventing that man from drawing his revolver.
Timing his next move to perfection, Joe used a two-handed grip to smash the
stock up into his victim’s unprotected face. Allowing the momentum to carry him
on, he then executed a complete pirouette and so came to rest before the two
lawmen. With an ominous click, he retracted the hammer to full cock.


Deputy Sullivan had tumbled back towards the empty cells,
where he hit the floor with a resounding thump. His head came to rest in a mess
of blood and shattered teeth. Thereafter, his body was completely still.
Whether dead or alive, he was definitely out of the confrontation. Under the
circumstances, Marshal Pritchett remained remarkably cool. Calmly regarding the
gaping muzzle, he remarked, ‘You’ve only got the one shot, mister!’


‘It’s all I need,’ was Joe’s confident response.


Accepting the truth in that, Pritchett tried again. ‘If
you’ve kilt him, you’ll hang, Wakefield.’


He knows my name, Joe realized before responding. ‘Not if
you’re in the custody of a US Marshal, Pritchett. Mail tampering’s a federal
offence and I’ve got a witness who’ll point the finger at you.’


The town marshal regarded him in total silence. His
square-jawed face remained impassive. The drooping moustache didn’t even
twitch. Only a slight narrowing of his eyes suggested that he was actually
under pressure. Finally he allowed himself a cold smile. ‘Well, well, you have
been busy. So what do you want?’


‘I want the name of the man behind the attacks on the Union
Pacific. I caught up with some of your thugs. Before Jake died he talked.’


Pritchett gave a derisive snort. ‘That’s not the way I heard
it. Anyhoo, it makes no odds. You’re getting nothing out of me. It’s maybe two
weeks before a federal officer is due here. Even if you have got a witness, you
couldn’t protect him that long. This is still my town, Wakefield.’


‘Not if I kill you it isn’t.’


‘In cold blood? You haven’t got the grit, boy. Besides, if I
did happen to turn up dead, you’d never get that name, now would you?’


He had a point and Joe knew it. The corrupt marshal had
effectively called his bluff. Unless it wasn’t actually a bluff. If he and
Hickok could get their witness to safety, everything would change. At the very
least a deal could be done!


Mind made up, Joe favoured Pritchett with a knowing smile.
‘Unbuckle that gun-belt and let it slide to the ground.’


‘And if I don’t?’


‘Then I’ll wing you. This cannon will likely take your arm
off at close range. Then you can join those poor bastards out in the street,
just waiting around to die.’


The lawman’s eyes were like flints as he weighed up his
options. Finally he shrugged and did as instructed. ‘Now what?’ he barked.


‘Now you open a cell and lock yourself in.’


Pritchett appeared on the point of protesting, but thought
better of it. There was little point. Everything had already been said.
Grabbing a heavy key from his desk, he entered the nearest cell, locked himself
in and then dismissively tossed the iron instrument back on to its resting
place. Joe gestured with his Sharps for the lawman to back off, before checking
the lock. Satisfied, he picked up the key and then retreated to the door. At no
time did he take his eyes away from Pritchett’s menacing figure.


For what it was worth, the imprisoned marshal did manage to
get the last word. ‘You’re a dead man walking, Wakefield!’










Chapter
Seven


 


As Joe hurriedly made his way over to the railroad depot, he
had a number of problems eating at him. He would have given anything to know
the identity of Jake’s assassin. Bill Hickok’s possession of a duster coat had
remained in his thoughts, even though that man’s recent actions had surely
proven his loyalty. Then again, for a man prepared to fight over a mere window
seat, he had remained remarkably placid when grossly insulted by the marshal.
It was all too much. His head was hurting. Bill really shouldn’t have hit him
so hard.


Joe found the two men lurking near the engine sheds. Bill
was dismissively ignoring the curious glances of the many passing railroad
workers. Flashily dressed and supremely self-confident, with his shiny new
Winchester and a brace of revolvers, he projected an aura of latent violence
that was hard to ignore. Conversely, Toby, in his blood-spattered, store-bought
clothes, looked singularly out of place and ill at ease in such surroundings.
His discomfiture increased tenfold when he spotted his erstwhile assailant
striding towards him. A hand instinctively flew up to shield his damaged nose.
Behind the spectacles, his eyes watered as though in anticipation of another
vicious blow.


‘Don’t hit me again, mister. For pity’s sake,’ he wailed. ‘I
done told you everything you wanted.’


Ignoring the pitiful outburst, Bill inquired, ‘So how did it
go?’


‘It could have panned out better,’ Joe replied tersely.
‘Pritchett’s locked in his own jail. He just flat-out wouldn’t co-operate. The
deputy’s out cold or dead.’ Pointing at the snivelling clerk, he continued,
‘The only way this can work is if we leave town, fast, if you get my meaning.’


Oh, Bill understood all right. He had Dan’s Winchester
chambered up and ready. ‘Way I see it, there’s any number of routes out of this
shithole.’


He wasn’t wrong. Even without purchasing mounts from the
livery, they could head north or south on a Missouri River steamboat, or travel
east on the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific Railroad.


‘We can forget the river,’ Joe responded firmly. ‘It doesn’t
take us anywhere we want to be. And those sons of bitches on the Rock Island
won’t take my bona fides, so we’d have to pay.’


‘Which leaves a supply train back to the railhead.’


‘Yeah, it does,’ deliberated Joe. ‘We get our witness here
back to Colonel Cartwright and he can summon a US Marshal. With the Union
Pacific involved, the federal authorities will have to take notice.
Pritchett’ll have no choice then. He’ll have to talk to avoid jail and I can go
back to hunting buffalo.’


 ‘Witness?’ piped up Toby. ‘Witness to what?’ Mystified, he
gazed from one to the other until he recalled the reference to Omaha’s marshal
and suddenly took Joe’s meaning. His damaged features turned ashen and normal
speech was a noticeable problem. ‘I’m dot speaking out against Pritchett. He’ll
butcher me like a steer.’ He had been involved with the people who had carried
out the atrocity in the hotel room. He had obviously been deeply shocked by
what he had seen, and rightly so.


 


The .44/.40-rifle bullet slammed into the timber doorframe
of the engine shed. Bill grabbed the terrified clerk and pulled him inside.
‘You ought to be careful what you wish for,’ he remarked drolly.


More shots rang out, but for the time being the three men
were protected by the walls of the huge building. The maintenance workers
nearby had swiftly downed tools and retreated to the rear of the shed. Joe
forced himself to look objectively at their surroundings. The engine sheds
provided all-weather cover for maintenance work on the locomotives. Tracks ran
from the buildings and merged with the single line heading west. On that line
was an apparently fully laden supply train. The passenger car that they had
recently occupied was at the rear of it. That train was quite obviously their
only way out.


Pushing Toby down on to the ground out of harm’s way, Joe
sized up his chances. If he could reach the nearside of the train, he would be
out of sight to the gunmen.


‘You’re going to have to cover me, Bill. I’ve got the papers
that can get that engine moving, with us as passengers.’


‘Uh huh,’ was the only audible response, but his companion
obviously fully understood Joe’s intentions, because he tucked the rifle butt
tightly into his shoulder and cocked the hammer. Drawing in a deep breath, Bill
stepped up to the doorframe and swung the twenty-four-inch barrel outside. He
fired off a shot and then kept on firing, working the under-lever like a man
possessed.


As the first detonation rang out, Joe ran for the safety of
the train. A variety of balls and bullets kicked up the earth around him, but
the shooting was wild and none struck flesh. Bill’s covering fire was very
effective, but it was then that something was said that had frightening
implications.


 


Marshal Deke Pritchett felt a truly murderous rage boiling
up inside of him. No lawman relishes being incarcerated in his own jailhouse,
but that was only a part of it. He was in very real danger of losing both his
lucrative position and his freedom. If that poxed little cur Toby could be
coerced into testifying before a judge, then everything would unravel. The
Union Pacific had enough political clout to get a conviction. The choice then
would be to serve hard time in a federal penitentiary or make a deal that would
undoubtedly place the marshal in mortal danger.


As the cell door swung open, courtesy of a spare key, he
dismissively stepped over Sullivan’s prone figure and bellowed at his two
remaining deputies. ‘Nobody locks Deke Pritchett in his own jail! Just nobody!
Round up everybody with a gun. I reckon we’ve got a train to catch.’


Within minutes, an armed posse was milling around the
clapboard buildings bordering the depot.


‘I want them dead or alive,’ demanded the marshal. ‘You hear
me? I want them dead!’


The temporary deputies owned a variety of muzzle-loaders,
breech-loaders and repeating weapons. So long as the town was paying for all
ammunition expended, they were happy to blaze away. The first poorly aimed shot
resulted in the three fugitives retreating to an engine shed, but Pritchett
knew that they wouldn’t stay there. ‘Watch out, boys. Anybody makes a move, you
let ‘em have it.’


Those words were barely out of his mouth before a rifle
barrel appeared and began to spit lead at an alarming rate. Bullets smacked
into the buildings where he and his men were congregating. At the same time, a
tall, well-made character burst out of the shed and sprinted for the supply
train.


‘Bring down that bastard,’ commanded Pritchett, but the
accurate covering fire had disrupted his men’s aim. Their projectiles only
succeeded in striking the ground around the fleeing figure. It was then that
the marshal directed a singularly strange question at Joe Wakefield’s
companion. ‘Just whose side are you on, Hickok?’


 


Joe heard the shouted accusation but he was too busy running
for his life to give it any immediate consideration. Like an untreated wound,
it would fester until at last it demanded attention. Even when he reached the
safety of the passenger car he had to keep moving. It was a long supply train,
heavily loaded with much-needed rails and crossties. The locomotive looked to
be fired up, but the amount of steam being emitted appeared pretty lacklustre.


A grimy, fleshy face appeared from inside of the wooden cab.
‘Thank God,’ intoned Joe. At least the engineer was present. Increasing speed,
the railroad detective dashed up to the side of the imposing Iron Horse.


‘We need to get moving, now!’ he hollered up at the
surprised Union Pacific employee.


‘You don’t say. And just who the hell are you?’ came the
belligerent response.


There was no time for debate. Grabbing hold of the
handrails. Joe hauled himself up into the cab. The engineer was a stocky,
middle-aged fellow, who obviously resented the intrusion. Pulling a
buffalo-hide folder from his jacket pocket, Joe opened out the contents. ‘Can
you read?’ he demanded.


‘I’ve been lettered since I was ten,’ came the indignant
reply.


‘Good for you. Read this!’


The engineer perused the impressive letter of authorization
from Colonel Cartwright. Even as he did so, the sound of gunfire came from the
buildings behind them.


‘Just what the hell’s happening back there?’


‘My companions are under attack from men involved in the
train wreckings. We have to get out of here, now! You need to back this train
up to the shed, so the others can get on without taking any lead.’


The engineer’s confrontational manner had dissipated, but he
made no move to do as instructed. He looked from the letter to its owner and
then shrugged regretfully. ‘I’d surely like to help, young feller. I surely
would. But this train can’t go anywhere yet.’


Anger was never far below the surface and Joe could feel his
hackles start to rise. ‘What’s stopping you?’ he demanded impatiently.


‘I’ve no fireman,’ came the simple response. ‘He’s in the
privy with gut-ache. Been there half the morning and I sure ain’t going in
after him!’


Joe gawped at him in disbelief. The whole supply train was
immobilized because one man was taking a lengthy shit. ‘Well you’ve got a new
fireman now,’ he proclaimed forcefully. ‘Me!’


So saying, he propped his Sharps in the corner, pulled on a
pair of discarded gloves and unlatched the firebox. Before the engineer could
protest, he began heaving lumps of wood from the tender on to the grates inside
it. Despite the noise in the cab, he could hear the sound of rapid firing.


‘Get this damn machine moving, mister,’ ordered Joe.


The engineer’s head jerked, as he seemed to suddenly come to
terms with the reality of the situation. Without further delay, he moved over
to his post. Checking the steam pressure gauge, he called over. ‘Keep shoving
it in. I kept the fire going myself, so it won’t take long.’


Then he checked another gauge and abruptly froze, as though
struck by a horrendous thought. ‘We can’t go anywhere! We haven’t taken on near
enough water yet. Without it, the firebox could melt and we’d get a blowback of
high-pressure steam into the cab. It’d likely kill us both!’










Chapter
Eight


 


James Butler Hickok leapt back behind the doorframe. The
tubular magazine was empty, but his Winchester had served its purpose. Joe had
reached the temporary safety of the train and was running for the locomotive.
Bill grunted in satisfaction and began to feed more cartridges through the
Yellow Boy’s loading gate. It really was an excellent weapon, but it did use
ammunition at a frightening rate. Thankfully, he had taken the time to retrieve
Dan’s burlap bag containing boxes of rimfires from beside the murdered man’s
bed. He had again gazed down on Dan’s young face and felt a surge of anger that
such an affable young fellow should be slaughtered in his sickbed.


More shots crashed out and a variety of projectiles slammed
into the building. Bill felt a strong urge to respond, but managed to resist
it. Blazing away at their assailants would serve no purpose and only waste
valuable ammunition. So long as Pritchett’s posse stayed amongst the buildings,
they were no immediate threat. Unfortunately the marshal fully realized that
fact!


 


Deke Pritchett savagely chewed on a fresh plug of tobacco.
Whether he gained any pleasure from it was doubtful. His mind was a seething
cauldron as he weighed up the situation before him. They couldn’t pursue Wakefield
because that cursed gunhand in the engine shed would surely bring them down.
Therefore they had to tackle Hickok first. He didn’t know what the man’s game
was, but as far as he was concerned it was shoot to kill from there on in. The
building was too solid to penetrate with lead. Since the lawman didn’t possess
any siege artillery, that only left fire. Burning down the Union Pacific’s
property was far from sensible, but he was too far gone to care. Having sent a
man off for some kerosene lamps, he was soon ready to proceed. Producing some
lucifers from his pocket, he threw them at the nearest deputy and snarled, ‘Get
those poxy lamps lit, Teague. The rest of you keep that whoreson’s head down.
He’s too damned handy with that repeater!’


Concentrated musketry rattled out, as every man aimed at the
engine shed. It never occurred to Pritchett that there might be other innocent
men sheltering in the building and he wouldn’t have altered his plans if it
had. The tainted lawman glanced sharply over at the subordinate charged with
burning the two fugitives out.


Deputy Teague appeared to be far from happy with his new
role. His hands trembled at their task, but he well knew that nobody gainsaid
Marshal Pritchett when that man’s blood was up. Behind the curved glass all the
wicks were burning handsomely and it was time. Pritchett nodded decisively and
then gestured for his man to advance. The overwhelming fusillade had stifled
any return fire from the huge shed. Teague rushed forward carrying two lamps in
each hand.


Although initially driven on by fear, that man unexpectedly
realized that he was actually going to make it. Exhilaration lightened his step
and suddenly he was there. Triumphantly, he slammed the lamps into the side of
the building. As they shattered, the kerosene ignited on the rough-cut timber.
Flames soared up the side of the shed and Teague jubilantly turned away to
begin his dash back. The other deputies considered it a job well done and
instinctively slackened their fire.


From the entrance of the building, a rifle barrel swiftly
appeared. Its owner drew a bead on the fleeing man and fired. The bullet caught
Teague smack between the shoulder blades and for a brief moment actually
assisted him in his escape. Then he stumbled and coughed blood and suddenly it
was all over. As the deputy fell to earth, his companions howled out their
collective anger. Pritchett didn’t bother to join in. The fate of one man was
irrelevant. The fire had taken hold. That damned shootist could either take a
bullet or burn to death. As for young Toby, well his tenure at the Pacific
Telegraph Company was definitely coming to an end!


 


Bill Hickok felt a temporary glow of satisfaction as he
withdrew from the entrance. The tarnal fire-starter had been despatched to
hell. Yet unfortunately, that man had achieved his aim. The side wall was
ablaze and soon it would be the whole building. The other occupants of the shed
began to hurl abuse at him for bringing such peril upon them, but he paid them
no mind. The sound of a locomotive in motion had suddenly seized his attention.
And yes, it was true. The passenger car that Joe had bolted for was actually
backing up towards them.


Grasping Toby by the arm, Bill hauled him to his feet. The
bruised and bewildered clerk appeared to be numb to his circumstances, as
though the whole situation was just too much to take in. Bill looked at him
closely and shook his head. Without warning, he slapped the young man sharply
across the face. The shock of the blow brought fresh tears to his eyes, but it
also jolted him out of his stupor.


‘Listen to me,’ the gunfighter snarled. ‘When I say move,
you run full chisel for that engine. Don’t stop for anything, you hear?’


Toby’s nose had started to bleed again. He gazed up into the
hard eyes of his tormentor. How had he got himself into all this? Timber was
crackling under the assault of the flames and he could feel tremendous heat
emanating from the wall. One thing was for sure, he couldn’t stay there. He
hurriedly nodded his acquiescence, absurdly conscious of the droplets of fresh
blood that splashed on to his jacket.


The rear of the train was crawling closer. Bill cocked his
reloaded Winchester. He knew that even on reaching the cover of the passenger
car, their troubles would be far from over. If they boarded it, they would
still be vulnerable to any sustained gunfire. Their only chance was to head up
the track to the solidity of the locomotive. Unfortunately that would give
Pritchett and his deputies the chance to advance on the train as well.


Bill was just about to give the word to move when an idea
struck him. Turning, he looked over at the workmen unhappily assembled at the
rear of the shed. He pointed his rifle muzzle at the biggest of them and called
out. ‘You there, if you want to escape with your life, come over here.’


A big bear of a man shambled over until he was standing
directly in front of him. The fellow glared down at Bill belligerently, but
that man appeared unconcerned as he addressed him. ‘If we can get out of here,
those law dogs will pursue us and you’ll be free to vacate this hellhole. So it
would behove you to help us. The flames are nearly through this wall.’ Pointing
at a heavy crosstie lying by the track, he continued. ‘Throw that through the
wall to draw their fire and we’ll be off. Savvy?’


The workman appeared to be slow-witted but he savvy’d all
right. Grasping the heavy wooden bar in his great paws, he hurled it with all
his considerable strength at the weakened timber. As it smashed through the
wall, sparks showered everywhere. Luckily the workman had the wit to back off
fast, because Pritchett’s men instinctively thought it was a breakout and
unleashed a hail of lead.


Grabbing Toby, Bill charged across the short open space to
the temporary safety of the passenger car. Ahead of them, Joe’s torso appeared
from the cab as he waved them on. The train had come to a halt before beginning
a slow forward motion.


‘Run like the devil’s coming for you,’ Bill yelled at his
unhappy companion. He knew that it wouldn’t be long before the deputies had them
in their sights. As the engine gathered speed, it became a race for life that
they just had to win. Together they pounded along by the side of the track. To
their left were the flat cars loaded high with thirty-foot-long rails. They
would stop any number of bullets, but unfortunately their pursuers would soon
be directly behind them. Both men were sweating freely under the strong June
sunshine as they finally came level with the cab. Unbelievably they had still
not attracted any gunfire and there was even a friendly face beaming down at
them.


‘You took your sweet time,’ Joe remarked as he helped them
both aboard.


 


‘You’re shooting at shadows, you morons,’ bawled Marshal
Pritchett as he witnessed the two fugitives slip across the gap to safety. The
sudden explosion of sparks from the blazing wall had caught them all off guard.
What was more, the train was moving again. Only this time it was heading out of
town. If that telegraph clerk evaded him, then his whole world would tumble
down like a pack of cards. And, since Pritchett couldn’t stop the train there
and then, he would have to board it with as many of his men as possible. Mind
made up, he leapt forward and hollered at his men to follow. The locomotive was
remorselessly picking up speed now. Time was short.


Panting from the unaccustomed exertion, the lawman
desperately closed on the rear of the train. He was a big man who usually let
other people do the running and all this activity didn’t suit him one bit.


‘Get up into that passenger car,’ he commanded. Even as he
uttered the words, he was aware that several of his men were drifting. Some of
the temporary deputies wanted no part of an open-ended gun battle on the move.
They had only signed on to take pot shots at an outnumbered prey, yet already
one man was dead. God alone knew where it would all end.


Chet Parsons was the only remaining regular deputy. He was
the vicious bruiser of a man who had silently backed his boss’s play in the
eating house. It was he who reached the handrail first and pulled himself
aboard. Three more men, all of them close to Pritchett and too scared of him to
bolt, also made it. By then the marshal was winded and the bastard train was
pulling away from him. With one final tremendous effort, he lunged for the
handrail at the rear of the carriage. As his clawed right hand gripped tight,
he stumbled and his feet dragged on the crossties within the track. Cursing, he
dropped his rifle and desperately reached out with his left hand.


Of the four men clustered on the rear open-air platform,
only Parsons felt any loyalty to Deke Pritchett. Although motivated solely by
greed, it was enough to create a bond of sorts. So it fell to him to grab the
outstretched hand and heave his boss up on to the rail. Aided by sheer brute
force, that man fell forward on to the deck like a sack and lay in an inert
heap, completely unable to speak. Disappointed that he had actually made it,
the other three grudgingly gave him some space. They were convinced that his
baleful presence was sure to guarantee more violence.


Parsons and two of the reluctant posse moved forward into
the passenger car, leaving one man outside. That individual innocently allowed
curiosity to get the better of him. Moving to the extreme left, he descended
two steps, took hold of a handrail and leaned out. The ground was moving
beneath him at quite a rate. He felt exhilaration at the sheer speed. It really
was the only way to travel. With the railroad depot fast receding and the
welcome breeze ruffling his hair, he took a look over to the front of the
train. A movement at the side of the cab caught his eye, but by then it was too
late.


The .52-calibre ball struck his lower jaw and completely
shattered it, before exploding out of the back of his skull. Choking on teeth
and bone fragments, the deputy swung back towards the deck just as his grip
gave way. His now lifeless body tumbled away from the train and down to the
earth. Spots of blood and brain matter had spattered over Pritchett’s recumbent
form. That man wiped his own sweat and the deputy’s detritus from his face and
cursed very softly, mainly because that was all he could manage. Someone was
going to goddamn pay for all of this!


 


Josiah Wakefield blew into the breach of his Sharps rifle
before allowing himself a smile of satisfaction. That really had been a peach
of a shot. Firing from a platform in motion at another moving object required a
deal of skill and experience. Unfortunately, he was almost certain that there
would be other men aboard the train and that the corrupt marshal was sure to be
amongst them.


Glancing around the now crowded cab, he pondered his next
move. It was then that Pritchett’s ambiguous question came back to haunt him.
Just how well could be trust the self-assured pistol fighter standing before
him? Well there was no time like the present, but first he had to delegate some
responsibility. Fixing his gaze on Toby, he remarked, ‘From now on you’re the
fireman and you answer to the engineer. Get stoking!’


That luckless individual peered at him through his cracked,
bottle-bottomed glasses and whined, ‘But I don’t know anything about trains.’


‘Well now’s the time to learn,’ remarked Joe, thrusting the
fireman’s thick gloves at him. Toby accepted them with poor grace. The brutal
handling that he had earlier received still rankled, but that very memory
ensured that he at least made an effort.


Joe had discovered that Toby’s new boss was called Barnaby
Jones. After his initial reluctance to co-operate, that man had accepted the
situation and had got the engine moving. The shortage of water had required a
calculated gamble on his part and the problem would remain with them.


Now that Joe had his hands free, there was still that one
very important consideration to address. Moving out of Toby’s way, he gestured
for Bill to join him and then cut straight to the chase.


To the accompaniment of the familiar chuffing sound, as the
exhaust steam escaped through the blastpipe and up through the chimney, he
said, ‘We left Omaha without taking on water. Barnaby says there’s an overhead
tank at Fremont, so we have to stop there. Otherwise none of us will walk away
from this train.’ Joe scrutinized Bill carefully as he continued. ‘Yet we can’t
do that under the guns of whoever’s in the passenger car.’


The other man needed no prompting. ‘So we have to clean out
that nest of vipers first.’


‘Yep. But first I need to know one thing.’ So saying, Joe
stepped in closer, so that he was almost nose-to-nose with the other man. His
hand rested on the smooth butt of his Colt Army. He had taken Bill’s advice and
removed the holster flap. As their eyes locked, he asked the question, ‘Just
whose side are you on, Hickok?’


That man’s eyes narrowed slightly as he took in the
determination on Joe’s face. For a long moment they regarded each other in
relative silence. It could only ever be relative, because there was a constant
background din from the firebox, boiler and running gear of the massive
locomotive. Finally Bill Hickok supplied a reply, but it was not one likely to
ease Joe’s concern.


‘Don’t get all wrathy with me, Wakefield. You might be a
hunky-dory shot with a long gun, but you’d be dead before you got that piece
out of its holster. Study on it!’


It was not what Joe had hoped for, but he resolved to stand
firm. Not that that was possible with the damnable swaying of the locomotive.
The man opposite was apparently so confident that he had made no move towards
his Colt Navys, which in itself was unnerving. He tried again.


‘You accepted my offer of work. I need to know that I can
trust you. So I’m asking you, what did Pritchett mean?’


Bill sighed, as he was in the habit of doing when a problem
arose. The bloody man in front of him just didn’t know when to back down. Yet
he also happened to be right. An explanation was required. His features
remained as hard as granite, but when he spoke his tone had altered. ‘I’d had a
bad run at the faro table. Deke Pritchett offered me a job. Something to do
with the Union Pacific. I agreed, but nothing came of it and I took no money
from him.’


‘You haven’t had any from me, yet. So how do I know I can
trust you?’


‘Because I saved your life yesterday. And besides, I’ve
decided I like you. I don’t kill somebody that I like!’ With that, his face
creased into a broad smile and he jerked his head towards the rear of the train.
‘Come on. What say we see just who’s back there?’


Joe was feeling a lot happier, but he wasn’t quite finished.
‘Fair enough, but I need Pritchett alive. If he dies, all this is for nothing.
Do you understand me?’


‘Oh, I understand you all right,’ Bill responded agreeably.
‘But if it comes down to his life or mine, I’ll parole him straight to Jesus!’










Chapter
Nine


 


The two men climbed, one on either side, on to the swaying
tender and immediately regretted it. Unlike the iron rails on the flat cars
behind, the lumps of rough-cut wood that it contained were not chained down.
They also realized that once on top, they would be in plain sight and very
vulnerable.


‘We need you up there with that buffalo gun,’ shouted Bill.
He had discarded Dan’s Winchester in favour of his own belt guns, allowing him
more flexibility. ‘Then I can move on to the flat cars while you cover me.’


Nodding his agreement, Joe scrabbled awkwardly over the
firewood. Splinters tore at his hands and he repeatedly banged his knees, but finally
he reached the rear of the tender. Dropping flat proved to be even more
uncomfortable, but at least his Sharps Rifle could now cover the full length of
the train. He counted eight flat cars stacked high with rails, which meant that
the barely visible passenger car behind them was roughly eighty-five yards
away. At such range anyone showing his face back there would get a lethal
shock.


 


Deke Pritchett knew nothing of the engine’s water shortage;
otherwise he would have sat tight. As it was, he presumed that the train would
speed full throttle for the railhead and so had to be stopped at all costs.


‘Get out there and pop some caps,’ he commanded. ‘Just don’t
hit the engineer or we’re all mustered out.’


None of the three men assembled before him in the passenger
car showed any inclination to step outside.


‘At least one of those cockchafers knows how to shoot,’
complained the permanent deputy, Parsons. His brutalized features suggested
that he had years of casual violence behind him and even Pritchett struggled to
browbeat him without damned good reason. ‘If we show our heads above those
rails it’ll be like a turkey shoot.’


The marshal glared at him, but could not deny the truth in
his words. Yet they couldn’t just languish in the stifling carriage. Looking
for an easier target, he rounded on one of the two remaining posse members. The
man had the look of a city gent, whose prosperous times were long behind him.
Had the pockets of his soiled waistcoat been bulging with greenbacks, there
would have been no need for him to sign on for a manhunt. He sported a faded
bowler hat, worn at what he thought was a raffish angle. Such headgear was not
uncommon in the West and had probably been brought out from some tidewater city
by its owner.


‘Take that purdy bonnet off. Get outside and raise it up
above the rails,’ Pritchett instructed. ‘Slowly, mind, as though you’re
swimming in molasses.’ Turning to the others, he continued, ‘Get out on either
side of the flat car and make ready to move forward. There’ll be plenty to hold
on to.’


‘What are you gonna be doing?’ inquired Parsons, clearly
unhappy with the plan.


‘I’ll be waiting on events,’ came back the unhelpful reply.
‘Now get your sorry hides moving!’


 


Joe tried to relax and ignore the logs that dug painfully
into various parts of his body. Being higher up, he was at the mercy of the
choking smoke blowing back from the stack. His rifle, hammer on full cock, was
trained on a point just above the centre of the rails on the rearmost flat car.
He had already squeezed the first trigger, so that the slightest hint of
pressure on the second would send the ball on its way. The last that he had
seen of Bill was when that man climbed over the rear of the tender and dropped
down on to the couplings. These connected all the cars to the locomotive,
controlled the slack between the cars and took the tensional load of pulling
them all. Bill’s intention was to work his way down the side of the cars, using
the iron rails for handholds.


An annoying bead of sweat trickled down Joe’s forehead, but
that was instantly banished from his thoughts when he saw a semi-circular
object rise up behind the rails. A bowler hat! The question was, did there
happen to be a head under it or was it purely a ruse? Seconds past and it rose
slightly higher. There was no help for it, he would have to fire.


Joe lined up dead centre on the faded object and squeezed
the second trigger. A fleck of copper flew back at him as the rifle discharged.
The powder smoke was wiped away by the wind and so he saw the hat fly into the
air and then disappear. The complete absence of blood and brains indicated that
he had been duped, but it also told him what Pritchett’s thugs were about. Even
as he pushed another linen cartridge into the breech, he was shouting out a
warning. ‘They’re coming along the sides, Bill!’


 


The shabby bowler hat flew up and then off the train, lost
to its owner for ever but it had served its purpose. Pritchett bellowed out to
the two men clinging to the rails. ‘One of those scum-bellies is on the tender.
Get forward. We’ll follow on behind and cover you.’


Drawing his revolver, he gestured for the now hatless deputy
to follow his companion. By so doing, the marshal ensured that he followed the
far more capable Chet Parsons. With two of them advancing in tandem on either
side of the train, they were bound to flank somebody. It never occurred to him
that both of his opponents might favour the high ground.


 


James Butler Hickok was squatting over the creaking
couplings in a most undignified manner when he heard the loud detonation above
him. Joe’s shouted warning followed that and he knew then what he had to do.
Using both hands, he clambered up on to the pile of iron rails. The swaying of
the car was disconcerting. It meant that he would always need at least one hand
to assist in staying aloft. Joe was immediately behind him, so he moved
carefully off to his right to allow a clear field of fire.


Stretching before Bill were the heavily loaded flat cars,
followed by the apparently empty passenger carriage. That could only mean that
Pritchett and his gun thugs were moving up the sides. Dropping down on to the
unyielding rails, he crawled over to the edge and took a rapid glance down the
length of the train. Sure enough, the deputy from the eating house was already
moving on to the second car in, followed by the marshal himself. A rapid check
on the other side revealed a similar picture. Thanks to Joe’s Sharps, those men
were denied the high ground and there was a chance to cause some mischief.


Bill clambered back to the edge opposite the tender and
called over to his companion. ‘Reckon you could shoot the chains out on the
third wagon in from the passenger car? It’ll possibly mean losing a load of
rails, but it might could even the odds out.’


Joe smiled as he contemplated the task. ‘At that range I
could even part your flowing hair without hitting you!’


The other man nodded sagely at such obvious braggadocio.
‘Better get to it, then,’ he suggested mildly before turning away. Moving off
to his right, he kept low and headed off down the train at speed. He fully
intended to be on hand when those links were severed.


 


Joe drew a fine bead on the thick iron chain at the top of
the stack of rails. At such range, the only complication was the constant
movement of the train, but by careful observation he was able to compensate for
that. Seeing that his companion was almost in place, he drew in a shallow
breath and then fired. The target was momentarily obscured by powder smoke, but
that mattered not. He knew without any doubt that he had hit the link. And sure
enough the chain had parted.


 


Bill Hickok possessed natural athletic ability, which he was
showing off to the full. By leaping from the top of one pile of rails to the
next, he had just landed on the fifth car down when the Sharps discharged. As
the heavy ball struck home, cries of alarm went up from both sides of the next
load of rails. Now was his chance. Drawing his right-hand Colt, Bill kept low
and moved rapidly forward.


All his efforts were rewarded when he suddenly found himself
gazing down on Chet Parson’s brutish form. That man had just reached the
couplings between his car and Bill’s. Catching sight of the shape above him,
Chet desperately attempted to aim his huge Colt Dragoon revolver. He didn’t
even get close. Bill’s Navy Six crashed out to deadly effect. The .36-calibre
ball struck the deputy squarely in the chest. At such range it was sufficient
to lift a man off his feet. In Chet’s case the result was far worse. His clawed
left hand retained a tenuous grip on an iron rail, but his trigger finger
contracted with the shock of the blow. The massive ‘horse pistol’ detonated
point blank into an iron rail. The soft lead ball struck unyielding metal,
flattened out and then ricocheted straight back into his ample belly. The
projectile had effectively become a piece of shrapnel and tore through his
innards, doing terrible damage. With a wail of uncomprehending agony, Chet fell
backwards from the train. His broken body hit the earth and rolled several
times before finally coming to rest.


 


Chet Parson’s abrupt demise coincided with another
completely unforeseen event. As the engineer had predicted, the boiler was
getting low on water. As a result of this the crown of the firebox had become
dangerously exposed. The only answer was to slow down, reduce pressure and limp
carefully into Fremont. So it was that Barnaby Jones chose that particular
moment to apply the brakes. The conscientious engineer could never have
foreseen the chaos that his innocent decision would create. As sparks flew from
the driving wheels, the whole train jerked in response. The cargo of
thirty-foot-long iron rails was kept securely in place by stout chains: except
on one particular flat car.


 


Marshal Deke Pritchett was beginning to feel a long way from
home. Struggling along the outside of a moving train was a new and unpleasant
experience for him. The ground swept past at unnerving speed, so he kept his
eyes firmly on Parson’s back. That man was well in front and seemed to have no
fear of their situation. Pritchett had just climbed on to the third car in,
when there was a tremendous metallic crack and a thick length of chain flew in
front of him.


‘Sweet Jesus!’ he yelled out in alarm. His heart jumped with
shock, as he irrationally expected the huge rails to fall outwards, taking him
with them. Of course inertia kept them in place and would continue to do so
unless there were any sudden movements. Belatedly realizing this, he moved
forward again to the sound of the loose chain jangling by the track.


Suddenly there was a loud gunshot, followed by an even
deeper report. Up ahead, his deputy emitted an anguished cry and fell away from
the side of the train. As his body rushed past, Pritchett saw that the whole
torso was covered in blood. Rapidly glancing forward, he was just in time to
see Bill Hickok on the next car. Impotent anger surged through him. He was on
the point of hurling out an angry challenge when the whole train gave a
tremendous jolt. Clinging on for dear life, the marshal felt the massive cargo
shift position. There was the sound of rending metal and a terrified scream
came from the far side of the car.


 


Joe was the only man behind the engine unaffected by the
sudden decrease in speed. He saw Bill lose his balance and fall heavily on to
the rails. Some animal instinct ensured that he didn’t drop his revolver, but
he lay unmoving as though badly winded. Leaving his heavy rifle in the tender,
Joe clambered awkwardly to his feet. Easing himself over the side, he dropped
down on to the couplings. He knew that there was probably at least one man on
either side of the flat cars, so he decided to follow Bill over the top.


Utilizing the ladder-like configuration of the rails, Joe
was soon on top of the first car. The train had settled down to a steady, much
slower pace. He drew his Colt Army and carefully advanced in thirty-foot
relays. All the time there were desperate cries for help coming from off to his
left. It was only as he drew closer to Bill’s position that he discovered their
source. Thanks to his carefully judged shot, some of the rails had shifted on
the sixth car. One of the reluctant deputies was clinging for dear life to a
topmost rail that had swivelled out away from the train. As he drew closer to
the edge, Joe could not resist sniggering at the man’s predicament.


Agonizing pain suddenly lanced through his left hand. Never
in his entire life had he ever experienced anything like it. The gunshot had
seemingly come out of nowhere. Fighting the nausea that threatened to overwhelm
him, Joe took a leap of faith and jumped across the void. He sensed rather than
saw the man beneath him, as that individual crouched over the couplings.
Landing on the sixth car, he twisted around and fired down into the gap. His
ball went wide, but it had the effect of disrupting the deputy’s second shot.
That projectile flew past Joe’s head like a bee in flight. Taking a more
considered aim at his assailant’s torso, Joe squeezed off his second shot. The
.44-calibre ball was an effective man-stopper and it did just that. Striking
the deputy in his belly, its momentum knocked him off balance and he fell
heavily on to the unyielding couplings. As a bloody froth bubbled up out of his
mouth, he attempted to say something.


Stabbing pains continued to strike at Joe’s hand and left
him in no mood to offer considerations. Cocking his revolver, he took a cold,
calculated aim at the bloodied features below him. That man’s eyes spread wide
in mortal terror as he contemplated his doom.


 


Although hardened to killing, Bill felt mild elation at
having dispatched Pritchett’s deputy with such accomplished ease. Unfortunately
his contentment proved to be short-lived. The sudden reduction in speed took
him completely by surprise. Facing the rear of the train, he was jerked
backwards and completely lost his footing. Unable to help himself, he fell full
length on to the unforgiving iron rails. The back of his head struck solid
metal with sickening force. Somehow he instinctively kept hold of his revolver,
but all the wind was knocked out of his body. Even in that state, he was aware
of a frantic yelling coming from somewhere off to his left. Why couldn’t they
just hush up? His head swam and he felt bile rising up into his throat. Keeping
his eyes closed, he desperately tried to drag some air into his starved lungs.


Gunshots sounded nearby and Bill struggled to make sense of
it all. Ignoring the pounding in his skull, he forced open his eyes. It was at
that moment that Deke Pritchett appeared over the side of the rails.
Discounting Bill’s immobile form as presenting no threat, the marshal aimed his
Remington revolver directly at Joe’s broad back. It was an easy shot, but
Pritchett took his time over it. He savoured the pleasure of dispatching such a
persistent troublemaker.


Clarity of thought finally returned to Bill. From his prone
position he glanced over at Omaha’s finest and saw murder in that man’s eyes.
But he also recalled that they needed him alive. Cursing silently, he levelled
his revolver and then pulled to the right. The weapon bucked in his hand and
for a brief moment his target was hidden by the vaporous discharge. When it
cleared, Marshal Pritchett had quite simply disappeared.


‘Oh shit!’ exclaimed Bill in dismay. ‘Stop the goddamn
train!’










Chapter
Ten


 


Joe, still suffering agonies from the injury to his hand,
had twisted around to face the new threat. Catching on immediately, he rushed
over to the edge of the rails. He gazed back down the line and spotted the
marshal lying on the grass where he had fallen. Turning to face the engine, he
bellowed at Barnaby to stop. There was no response. The constant noise in the
cab, added to the distance, meant that the engineer just could not hear him.
‘Sweet Jesus,’ snarled Joe. ‘Why’s everything got to be so difficult?’


Cocking his revolver, he aimed directly at the smokestack.
The first shot caused wild alarm, whilst the second attracted the engineer’s
rapt attention.


‘Back the train up,’ hollered Joe, gesticulating wildly.


The message was understood and the brakes were applied. This
time the change in motion didn’t catch anybody unawares. Bill, now sitting
upright, was quite obviously not himself yet, so it was up to the other man to
see to business.


‘Keep an eye on Pritchett,’ commanded Joe. ‘I need to check
on his deputies.’


Returning to the end of the car, he peered down at his
gut-shot victim. He was saved the trouble of administering the coup de grace.
The man was sprawled lifelessly across the couplings, head hanging down, blood
trickling from his nose and mouth. The other reluctant lawman was still
‘hanging’ around; sheer fatigue meant that he had stopped his yelling. A wry
smile broke out on Joe’s face, despite the extreme torment that he was
suffering. Aiming directly at the luckless character, he called over to him.


‘You can either let go or take a bullet. The choice is
yours. If it was me I’d jump, because look, we’ve even stopped the train for
you.’


It was true; the train had stopped prior to moving back down
the track. Yet even then the man seemed undecided, so Joe discharged a chamber
into the air to speed him on his way. The deputy tumbled to the ground like a
side of prime beef. As the train began to move again, Joe called out, ‘You
didn’t get to shooting, so I’m letting you walk. Keep clear of this train and
follow the tracks to Fremont. You should make it before dark. If I ever see you
again, I’ll kill you!’


With that salutary remark, he turned away and promptly sat
down. He felt light-headed, but couldn’t think why until he looked at his left
hand. The deceased deputy’s ball had completely severed his little finger.
Blood was flowing and the pain was abominable. He dragged a kerchief out of a
pocket and was attempting to bandage the wound when Bill arrived. As that man
took in the scene, genuine concern clouded his face.


‘You don’t look too good, Joe. Here let me see to that.’


So saying, he tightly bound the kerchief around Joe’s hand,
so that the wound was at least protected.


‘You’ve lost a mess of blood. Soon as we stop at Fremont,
you find a sawbones, you hear?’ A sudden recollection of the place triggered in
his mind. ‘That’s if there is one, mind. That place doesn’t even qualify as a
“one- horse town”.’


Mention of that settlement focused Joe’s thoughts. He needed
to know one thing above all else. ‘Where’s that goddamned marshal got to?’


‘He ain’t going anywhere,’ replied Bill dismissively. ‘The
fall knocked seven shades of shit out of him and his shoulder’s bleeding some.’


Joe displayed unaccustomed anxiety. ‘If he dies, we could be
held accountable for this day’s work!’


Bill appeared unconcerned by any prospect of accountability,
but nonetheless held his hands up in a conciliatory fashion as he responded.
‘Don’t you concern yourself about that. I could have paroled him to Jesus, but
all he got was a flesh wound. You take a breather, while I go reel him in.’


So saying, he rose up and took his bearings. He momentarily
smiled as he spotted the sole surviving deputy rapidly hoofing it away from the
train. Clambering over the rails to the other side of the car, Bill looked over
the edge. Marshal Pritchett’s unhappy figure languished a short way down the
track. The train had conveniently reversed just far enough and so he signalled
for Barnaby to stop. With the screeching of brakes, the gentle pace quickly
fell off until they came to a halt.


Coolly drawing his revolver, Bill called down, ‘Slowly, pull
that hold-out gun from inside your jacket and toss it on the grass. You make
any little move that I don’t like and I’ll pop a cap.’


The fight seemed to have temporarily left the lawman,
because he complied immediately and then sat brooding quietly whilst his captor
clambered down from the flat car. He found his reversal of fortune very hard to
stomach. By failing to gain the upper hand, he had effectively delivered
himself into Wakefield’s hands. His future prospects were looking bleak. Then
again, he wasn’t in federal hands just yet. . . .


Bill’s boots kicked up dust as he strolled over. He picked
up the hideaway gun first and then made a short detour to recover Pritchett’s
Remington. No longer benefiting from the breeze on a moving train, the exertion
caused him to break sweat. The weather had been unremittingly hot and dry; it
wasn’t just the locomotive that needed water. There was a raw, desolate feeling
to their surroundings that could surely get to a man. The lack of motion
emphasized just how much the train and its occupants were completely isolated.
An unreal peace had fallen, broken only by the occasional emission of steam
from the remote engine.


The two men regarded each other in silence for a moment,
before Pritchett spat out accusingly, ‘First you’re working for me, then you’re
not. You’re awful hard to get a handle on, Hickok!’


That man’s eyes glinted dangerously as he replied. ‘You had
no call to butcher that nice kid in the hotel. He was no threat to you.’


‘He could squeeze a trigger, couldn’t he? Anyhoo, since when
did you get so squeamish? You’ve killed everything that walks or crawls.’


A shadow passed over Bill’s features, which entirely failed
to soften them. ‘Maybe I’ve seen the error of my ways, or maybe I just took a
liking to him. None of which matters a hill of beans to you. Just mark my
words. If you speak of this to Wakefield, I’ll put another ball in you. He
needs you alive, so I’ll just hobble you for life. Savvy?’


Before Pritchett could answer, a voice cut in from the stack
of rails behind them. Joe had been observing their parley with some disquiet.
He would have given anything to know what had passed between them and had
decided to break up their discourse. ‘Put him in the passenger car, Bill. See
if you can bind his wound. I’ll join you afore long.’


With that he turned away. If the two of them really wanted
to talk, there was not a damn thing he could do about it, but the implications
of that gnawed on him real bad.


Barnaby Jones was sick and tired of the young man’s
bellyaching. He could quite understand why somebody would want to bust his face
up, because he was tempted to add to the damage himself. By way of escape, he
had even contemplated attempting to get the rogue rail back in line on the
sixth car, but common sense won out. Far better to get help at Fremont, than
risk losing some fingers. The sooner they got moving again the better. Then he
could put Toby back to work and shut him up.


So it was that the engineer welcomed Joe’s arrival. He
watched as that man clambered up on to the tender to retrieve his long rifle.
He seemed to be favouring his left hand, the reason becoming obvious as he
returned to the cab. After establishing the motive behind the sudden braking
earlier, Joe got down to business.


‘As soon as I get back to the rear, I want you to get going
at your best speed for Fremont. It shouldn’t take long, even moving slowly.’
Without waiting on Barnaby’s response, Joe then rounded fiercely on Toby. ‘When
we arrive, don’t even think about skipping off. We’re holding Pritchett back
there and he’s just aching for a piece of you. You see, someone’s told him that
you’re going to testify against him in a federal court.’


Toby turned very pale as he digested this fact. He was
beginning to wonder just what he had done to deserve such a turn of events.
‘All I did was pocket a few bucks on the side, mister. If I hadn’t agreed to
it, the marshal would have beaten me to a pulp.’


Joe actually felt some sympathy for the clerk’s plight, but
couldn’t afford to display it. ‘All you have to do is tell that to the federal
marshal. It might not even come to that. Once Pritchett knows for definite that
he’s trapped, he’ll probably tell me what I need to know.’


With that, Joe dropped down from the cab and made his way to
the rear of the train.


Bill had bound his prisoner’s flesh wound with a sleeve from
the injured man’s own shirt by the time Joe returned. The ball had passed on,
leaving a clean gash, but that was undoubtedly painful and had left Pritchett
looking pale and out of sorts. The big man was attempting to find comfort on a
hard slatted bench seat but with little success.


Joe gratefully sat down, just as the train started moving
again. His left hand was aching abominably and he would have gladly exchanged a
week’s pay for a bottle of laudanum. Pritchett glanced over at him peevishly.
‘Just where the hell are you taking me, Wakefield?’


Joe did not really feel like getting into conversation with
him, but was willing to do anything that might help to take his mind off the
permanent discomfort.


‘We’re taking on water at Fremont and then heading full
chisel for the railhead. Unless you want to give me a name. Do that and you can
get off whenever you want.’


Both he and Bill were watching the corrupt lawman closely.
Mention of the railhead brought about a startling change in his demeanour. For
the first time, they saw real fear etched on his face. ‘Why there?’ he
demanded. ‘There’s no federal officer anywhere near Grand Island.’


‘No,’ responded Joe, ‘but it is full of armed tracklayers,
who couldn’t give two bits for a big city marshal or anybody who just might
could want to rescue him.’


However logical that answer was, it cut no ice with
Pritchett. He was plainly rattled.


‘I’ve got spondulix, see? More than you can shake a stick
at. Set me down in Fremont and you’ll both be able to live high on the hog.’


There was a pleading note to his voice that set his two
captors to thinking. It was Joe who narrowly arrived at a possible reason
first. ‘You’re riding on a supply train and we all know what’s been happening
to them, don’t we, you son of a bitch!’


Pritchett stared at him in silence, apparently mesmerized.
He began to lick his lips, as though suddenly in desperate need for the Lone
Pine tobacco that he habitually chewed. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead
and he began to rub a pair of very clammy hands together.


Bill began to lose patience. ‘Tell us where they’re going to
lift the rails or I’ll set to work on that wound.’


The unhappy lawman stared at him with undisguised hatred,
but remained silent. He was a hard man and no stranger to pain, but tolerance
to casual torture is far different than actually dying and Joe suddenly had the
answer. ‘Very well. Once the engineer’s taken on water, we’ll truss you up like
a turkey in the cab, open the throttle and leave you to it. How’s that sound?’


‘You wouldn’t dare,’ Pritchett responded hesitantly. ‘The
Union Pacific would hang you out to dry if you deliberately smashed up one of
their trains.’


‘If we don’t know where the ambush is, it’ll be wrecked
anyhoo,’ Joe threw back. ‘Only this way, you go with it.’


‘You’re a madman!’ yelled Pritchett, manically rocking back
and forth on his bench seat.


Joe shook his head slowly. ‘No, I’m a man who aims to see
this through, is all.’


The two men stared fixedly at each other for what seemed
like an age, before Pritchett finally buckled. ‘Just this side of Columbus.
About three miles out.’


Joe needed to be sure. ‘They derail the train and kill
everyone on it?’


The marshal looked away before answering. ‘Just as before.
Those are their orders.’


‘Well, that’s just dandy,’ muttered Bill. ‘Out of the frying
pan and into the fire.’


The two men stood on the open-air platform at the back of
the passenger car. Joe had his left hand cradled against his chest in an
attempt to relieve the pain. He had made up his mind on the action to be taken.
The problem was that the outcome of his plan depended totally on Bill’s
commitment towards it. Keeping his voice low, he outlined his intentions.
‘While we’re taking on water in Fremont, we telegraph ahead to Columbus and
instruct that gang of cut-throats to carry out the derailment on the far side
of the town instead. When we arrive there, you collect your horse from the
livery and ride out after them ahead of us. Stop them from lifting the track
and keep them busy until I can get there on the train. Then we’ll have them
between a rock and a hard place.’


‘You’ve got it all thought out, haven’t you? Except for the
part where I take a bullet.’ It was obvious that Bill wasn’t completely sold on
the idea. ‘How come I drew the short straw?’


‘Because you’ve got the horse and I’ve got the wound. I’m
not going to bleed to death, but it’s enough to slow me down. Besides, it’s
what you signed on for.’


 


A blast on the steam whistle announced their arrival in
Fremont. The afternoon was well advanced. It seemed to have taken an age to
travel the thirty or so miles from Omaha, but once the locomotive had taken on
water all would be different. Whilst that was happening they had time to see to
business. The so-called town was little more than a few shacks and had only
been in existence for some ten years. Strangely, it had been named after the
famous explorer General John Charles Fremont, who was still living and
therefore not really deserving of such an honour. It boasted a water tower,
cookhouse and telegraph office, but little else.


 


‘Who’s in charge of your gang of thugs?’


A tightly bound Deke Pritchett glanced up sullenly at Joe’s
peremptory demand. He seemed little inclined to co-operate, but then had an
apparent change of heart. ‘Slattery. Brett Slattery and you’ll have your hands
full with him, sonny boy! Just see if you don’t. He’s what they call “double
tough” in these parts. Ha ha!’


Leaving him in the passenger car, Joe and Bill collected
Toby from the cab. Engineer Jones was happy to be rid of his unwilling
assistant for a while. The young man was smut-stained and weary, which combined
with his earlier injuries to give him the look of a squalid vagrant, but he
possessed a particular skill that they needed.


Reaching the telegraph office, Joe presented the operator
with a handwritten message that he required sending to a certain Brett Slattery
in Columbus. Its author was supposedly Marshal Deke Pritchett, who just
happened to be making a brief visit to Fremont. With the clerk tapping away on
the telegraph key, Joe instructed Toby to translate. As the stilted oratory
progressed, Bill realized the reason behind it and nodded his head approvingly.
Because they didn’t know just whom they could trust, Joe was using Toby to
check the operator’s work. Without knowing in advance what was on the message,
the Omaha operator couldn’t play them false, either. It was all very clever.
The more Bill saw of Joe Wakefield, the better he liked and respected him.


With their bit of duplicity complete, the trio visited the
railroad cookhouse. It was shaping up to be a long night and they all needed
food. Buffalo steaks, beans and boiling hot coffee answered their needs perfectly.
Toby’s delivery of a large plate of the same for Barnaby at least guaranteed
him a civil reception. The engineer had insisted on remaining with the train in
order to supervise the securing of the loose rails. As the other two men
strolled back to the passenger car, Joe inevitably had a question.


‘Have you heard of this Brett Slattery, Bill?’


‘Oh yeah,’ replied that man. ‘He’s a born killer and mean as
they come.’


‘Meaner than you?’


‘That’ll be the day!’


 


Bretton Horace Slattery stared hard at the telegraph
operator’s rapid scrawl. He was the only one of his motley crew who possessed
knowledge of both ciphers and letters. It gave him a certain status; that and
his lethal ability with any kind of weapon. The five men were gathered around a
grubby table in the town’s only saloon. The establishment’s other occupants
well knew to give them a wide berth. 


‘What’s amiss, Brett?’ demanded one of the others
impatiently. ‘Three miles this side or three miles that side makes no odds to
us. Let’s just do it!’


‘If you had more than just hammered shit for brains, Dunc,
you’d realize that this doesn’t read right. Why change the plan?’


The big man glared at the others as though expecting a
reply, although they all knew that none would be forthcoming. The livid scar
under his right eye seemed to endow him with an air of frightening menace that
left silence as the best option.


‘If it looks wrong, then it is wrong,’ announced Brett
decisively. ‘That poxy law dog’s got something on his mind.’


Dunc tried again. ‘So ain’t we gonna do the job?’


‘It’s a Yankee train, isn’t it?’ snarled their leader
softly. ‘Of course we’re going to wreck it. But we’ll do it where I want to.’


He rose to his feet. The matter was closed. The huge LeMat
revolver protruding from his belt only seemed to emphasize his power over the
other men. As far as they were concerned, he could lift the rails anywhere that
he goddamned pleased!










Chapter
Eleven


 


The sun was losing its power by the time the train arrived
at Columbus. For the last five miles of the journey Barnaby had kept the speed
down, so that any sabotage could be spotted in time. For him it was sweaty,
nerve-wracking work, but the absence of trouble proved that Joe’s telegraph had
worked.


The town that they were so grateful to reach had been founded
in 1856 on land that at that time still tenuously belonged to the Pawnee
Indians. Those unfortunates surrendered their rights to it a year later. The
White Eyes so desired it because of its location on the proposed route of the
transcontinental railroad. That had now arrived, but as so often happened,
change had brought trouble with it.


Whilst the engineer took on yet more water, the two railroad
detectives left the Union Pacific depot to visit the saloon. One man stood as
much chance of obtaining information as two, so Joe bought a bottle of the
local bug juice and took it outside. In the absence of a sawbones it was the
closest that he was going to get to some doctoring. He found a quiet corner and
with a heartfelt sigh dropped gratefully to the ground. It was going to hurt
powerful bad. Grimacing, he removed the makeshift bandage and peered down at
his damaged hand. It was raw, bloody and throbbing intolerably. Extracting the
cork with his teeth, Joe held his hand out and looked away. As the raw spirit washed
over the wound, he howled uncontrollably. His ear-splitting display attracted
little attention. The frontier was used to odd behaviour.


Although not normally a drinking man, he took a long swig
from the bottle. As the fiery liquid hit his stomach, the pain eased slightly.
Feeling uncharacteristically sorry for himself, he wondered whether perhaps it
was a good time to get stinking drunk.


‘Some say you need plenty of that before a fight, but I
don’t subscribe.’


Joe looked up to see Bill regarding him sympathetically.
‘Well, pardon me all to hell,’ he responded. ‘Here, help yourself.’


His companion hunkered down next to him and accepted the
bottle. ‘Maybe just one to cut through the dust before I get to riding.’


 Joe stared at him expectantly. ‘What have you heard?’


‘The barkeep’s not partial to Slattery’s ways. He’s the sort
of customer who frightens away the regulars. Apparently he and his crew left
this pisspit not long ago. They were heading south-west, which sounds about
right.’


After taking a second generous swig of whiskey, Bill plonked
the bottle down in the dust with a definite air of satisfaction. ‘Can’t ever
see those temperance drinks catching on,’ he remarked genially. ‘Somehow seems
like they’re missing the point.’ Then, picking up the soiled bandage, he gently
fastened it around Joe’s infinitely tender hand.


‘I’m going to get my horse from the livery,’ he announced.
‘Wish me luck. And if you should perceive gunplay out there, you just come
running, you hear?’


With that, Bill turned away and made for the livery stables.
He had left his horse there before his chance meeting with Joe and Dan on the
train to Omaha. It was hard to credit that that had only been the previous day.
As Joe watched the other man stride away, a sudden chill swept over him. Just
what if that hadn’t been a coincidence? By his actions, Bill had shown himself
to be an apparently loyal employee, but a single day was not long to know a
man.


Reluctantly, Joe hauled himself to his feet, the bottle of rotgut
completely forgotten. Loosening the revolver in its holster, he followed on to
the stables. He really didn’t know what he thought to discover. It was just
instinct that pulled him along in Bill’s wake.


Reaching the main entrance, Joe stopped and drew in a deep
breath. His hand was aching abominably. He felt like shit and genuinely hoped
that this time nothing would come from following a hunch. From inside, he could
hear Bill greeting his horse like a long-lost friend. Slipping into the large
building, Joe was just in time to see that man heave his saddle up on to the
waiting animal. And then he saw it!


The unmistakeable shape of a Sharps rifle protruded from a
leather flap. That potent weapon, in the hands of a man wearing a duster coat,
had very possibly taken Jake’s life three days earlier. The fact that Bill had
chosen to leave such a valuable possession in the stable compounded the
probability. Anger suddenly coursed through his veins as Joe realized just what
a fool he had been. The pain in his damaged hand was abruptly forgotten.
Drawing and cocking his Colt Army, he barked out one word. ‘Hickok!’


That man froze in the act of fastening the girth strap. His
measured response came almost instantaneously. ‘I thought my friends called me
Bill,’ he stated calmly without turning. ‘You are still my friend, aren’t you?’


God, but he was a cool customer. Joe advanced slowly, his
weapon pointed unwaveringly at the other man’s back. ‘Step away from that horse
and keep your hands where I can see them.’


Bill did as instructed.


‘Now, turn around, so that I can see what an assassin looks
like.’


Again Bill complied. His face was a blank mask, as though
any anger or surprise that he may have been feeling just did not exist. Their
hard, probing eyes met in the manner of two suspicious men who have just
encountered each other for the first time. Joe had an uncomfortable feeling
that he wasn’t really in control of the situation, even though he was the one
holding a gun.


Keeping his hands well away from his sides, Bill opened his
mouth as though to speak and suddenly emitted a strange clicking sound. The
great beast at his side lunged forward from a standing start. The unsecured
saddle careered off its back as it charged towards Joe. It was all he could do
to leap out of its path. Falling sideways, he banged his left hand and was
immediately assailed by a wave of nausea. Before he could react, Bill had
seized his right hand and wrenched the revolver out of his weakened grasp.


Sprawled helplessly on the hard-packed earth, Joe found
himself gazing up into the muzzle of his own weapon. The moustachioed face
behind it was no longer impassive. It wore a broad smile, which contained no
hint of malice.


‘I hope you haven’t got that wound bleeding again, Josiah
Wakefield. Only you really shouldn’t sneak up on a man like that.’


For all that his tone was friendly, the muzzle remained
pointing directly at Joe’s forehead. Yet if Hickok really wanted him dead, it
would already have happened, so he decided to push his luck a bit.


‘Three days ago you killed my prisoner!’ It was a statement
rather than a question and the other man chose to treat it as such.


‘Oh, I killed Jake, all right. It was a doosey of a shot and
I enjoyed it. Believe me when I tell you that he needed killing.’


‘So who are you working for?’


Bill sighed and slowly shook his head. He supposed that if
ever there was a time to swear on his mother’s life and tell the truth, then
this was it. ‘I was down on my luck and in need of a grubstake. Deke Pritchett
offered me a job. The man’s an asshole, but needs must and I accepted. I was to
keep an eye on Jake and his crew in case anything went wrong. That poxy lawman
didn’t want any shit heading back his way. I’d seen how good you were with a
long gun, so after dropping Jake I cut and ran. It was complete coincidence
that I got on that particular train at Columbus to report back to Pritchett,
but you know what? I got to liking the two of you. So I decided to work for you
instead and as of now, you owe me ten dollars American.’


Despite the situation, Joe couldn’t stop himself from
chuckling. The barefaced cheek of the man was quite remarkable.


‘So if you’re quite finished sneaking and skulking,’ Bill
continued, ‘I need to make tracks, else we’ll miss the party.’


With that, he oh so slowly lowered the hammer on the Colt
Army, reversed the butt and handed it back to its owner. Joe accepted it with
mixed feelings. He had been easily bested, which did not sit well; and yet he
was finally quite convinced that Bill Hickok was telling the truth. Ruefully
holstering his weapon, he clambered to his feet and offered his good right
hand. As the other man accepted it, Joe remarked, ‘Be careful out there.
They’ll have the advantage of numbers.’


‘That’s all they’ll have,’ returned Bill with a confident
grin.


Joe watched as the other man saddled up and then mounted.
‘That’s quite a horse you’ve got there,’ he remarked with genuine admiration.


‘Ain’t that the truth,’ Bill responded as he stirred the
animal into motion. Then, with a brief wave, he was off. Heading south-west on
the trail of five very desperate men.


 


Brett Slattery sat his horse and minutely surveyed their
surroundings, completely ignoring his four men as they toiled away with heavy
crowbars. Their intention was to entirely remove two parallel rails, but, with
one exception, they were woefully unused to hard labour. Three of them were
sweating profusely and threw envious glances at their companion, Jase Decker.
His powerful, well-defined muscles were a product of a lengthy spell working
for the Union Pacific Railroad as a grader. Tiring of the relentless toil, he
had chosen instead to throw in his lot with Slattery.


‘There ain’t nobody out there, Brett,’ whined a scrawny,
pocked-marked individual named Clayton. ‘Why don’t you lend a hand, shifting
these tarnal rails?’


The exertion must have loosened his wits, because he would
not normally have dared to venture such a proposal. As it was, Slattery
affected to ignore him for a few moments, before abruptly reining his horse
around. Drawing a huge knife from a scabbard on his saddle, he settled his cold
eyes on the suddenly very nervous Clayton.


‘If you make any more fool suggestions, I’ll carve my
initials on your tits with this Arkansas toothpick. You’ll carry my mark on you
for the rest of your days, savvy?’


The other man paled considerably in response to such a
graphic threat. All those present knew that Slattery would carry it out, as the
infliction of pain on others was something of a pastime of his.


‘I’m powerful sorry, Brett,’ Clayton stammered anxiously. ‘I
didn’t mean nothing by it. All this hard work’s got me riled up, is all.’


Slattery grunted and turned away, but he wasn’t finished.
‘Something’s just not hunky dory about this set-up. I can feel it in my water.
So while you muttonheads work those spikes loose, I’m going to keep my eyes
peeled for anything that doesn’t look right.’


He also decided that he made too good a target, sitting high
up on his lonesome. So he dismounted and slowly prowled around his horse, never
staying still for long and never straying far. Such behaviour illustrated how
Slattery had managed to stay alive when so many had attempted to put him in a
cold hole in the ground.


 


Josiah Wakefield clambered up into the passenger car to
check that their prisoner was still securely bound. Pritchett favoured him with
a sour look. ‘Christ, Wakefield, I’m starving. There must be a cookhouse in
this burgh. If you’re going to shoot a man, you might at least feed him.’


‘I wasn’t the one that shot you and besides, you shouldn’t
wreck the Union Pacific’s trains if you want to eat their food,’ Joe flippantly
replied.


On that note, he left the car, pursued by a torrent of
abuse, and headed up the track. With mortal danger imminent, Joe had decided to
ride in the cab. That’s where the firepower would be needed and to that end he
had Pritchett’s revolvers tucked into his belt. His mind was a seething mass of
anxiety, mainly due to action taken at the final stop that he had made after
watching Hickok ride off. On the spur of the moment, he had sent off a
strangely worded telegram to Colonel Thomas Cartwright at the railhead. It read
as follows:


 


apprehended man behind train wrecking stop he has told me
everything stop bringing him to railhead stop require that you summon federal
marshal stop.


 


He had no idea just how many men would read that message,
but he fully expected the inclusion of ‘he has told me everything’ to stir some
dust. It could also have brought even more trouble down on their heads!


 


If he hadn’t been engaged in a deadly manhunt, Bill would
have enjoyed his evening ride over the prairie. The glare and heat from the sun
had dissipated, which should make finding his prey that much easier. If they
were where they were supposed to be! It felt good to be back in the saddle and
away from the towns. It was such a shame that they happened to be where all the
money was. To him they all seemed to smell of sweat and human waste.


Ownership of a Sharps rifle was not the only thing that he
had in common with Joe. He also possessed a drawtube spyglass. Carefully, he scrutinized
the track and the land bordering it for any sign of life. ‘Damn it!’ he cursed.
Couldn’t that back-shooting bastard read a telegram properly?


He gently urged his mount forward. There was nothing for it
but to keep advancing slowly, until either he found Slattery and his gang of
degenerates or the train arrived.


 


The two rails had finally been lifted and heaved to one
side. With the hard work completed, the four men’s spirits had started to pick
up. Ahead of them lay the prospect of some entertaining carnage, followed by
the possibility of a little risk-free bloodshed and looting. So why was it that
their leader remained so resolutely morose?


Decker, all sinew and muscle, was less in awe of Slattery
than the others. Hefting a heavy crowbar easily in his hands, he asked, ‘Why
not lighten up, Brett? You’re acting like a porch baby. The hard work’s done on
this job and if there was anyone out there we’d see them coming.’


Slattery eyed him sourly. At any other time that man’s
presumption would have ended badly, but instead he merely replied, ‘Feller I
know could bring a man down before you even saw him. You’d be crow bait before
you even got wind.’


 


Their stalker had travelled a further two miles or so before
movement finally registered through his spyglass. Grunting with satisfaction,
Bill dismounted and, leading his animal, moved slowly forward, all the while
contemplating his limited options. Because the terrain was so flat and open it
would be very hard to sneak up on those murderous sons of bitches. This, and
the disparity in numbers, meant that he would have to open fire at long range.
If he could inflict casualties and keep them pinned down until his current
employer arrived, things could just maybe work out. And it all had to be done
before the best of the light drained out of the sky.


Mind made up, he halted and ground-tethered his horse with a
pilfered cavalry picket pin. With his glass, he carefully checked his
surroundings to ensure that he hadn’t blundered into a trap. Only then did he
concentrate on the little group ahead. Slattery’s brutal visage swam into view.
Bill was very aware that it would behove him to drop that man first, but by
constantly moving around his horse the wrecker’s leader was cunningly making
such a result nigh on impossible. Bill didn’t recognize any of the others, so
with no priorities it became a case of taking the easiest shot.


He had deliberately left his Sharps unloaded whilst in
Columbus, so that the powder did not deteriorate. Dropping the falling block,
he loaded a linen cartridge. Then came a percussion cap, followed by a careful
adjustment of the ladder sight. And since it was always blustery on the plains,
allowance for windage had great relevance. Finally all was ready. It was a long
shot, easily four hundred yards, but by using his own loads the marksman knew
that his weapon possessed the necessary power.


Tucking the butt tightly into his shoulder, Bill lined up on
a broad back and squeezed the first trigger. He had deliberately moved slowly,
so that his heart rate was steady. Breathing in and then slowly out, the
manhunter squeezed again. As usual with black powder, his view was temporarily
obscured – but it mattered little. Just like Joe Wakefield, he had hunted both
man and beast and so knew instinctively when he had made a kill.


 


Jase Decker coughed up a gout of blood as an unstoppable
force threw him forward. He had struck the ground before his surprised cronies
could react.


‘I knew it,’ bellowed Slattery as he hit the dirt next to
Decker’s twitching body. ‘It’s a set-up.’ He alone had his Spencer Carbine
pointed in the right direction, but it served little purpose at such range.
‘Keep your goddamned heads down. If that cockchafer can’t see us, he can’t
shoot us.’


 


Bill searched for another victim but to no avail. Short of
becoming a horse killer, all he could do was bide his time. Twice more he
fired, mainly for effect. He struck no one, but did succeed in preventing their
escape. The sudden violence also scared away the untethered horses and so
separated Slattery’s crew from their spare ammunition. Bill, having fulfilled
his part of the plan, was now in need of reinforcements. And then, as though by
divine intervention, he heard it! The unmistakeable chuffa-chuffa-chuffa sound
of a modern miracle: the steam engine. Slattery and his men were close to the
tracks and would fall easy prey to Joe’s rifle in that man’s elevated position.
The gang of cut-throats would have no choice other than to make a forced move.


 


The last two miles were covered at a snail’s pace. Joe was
impatient to push on, but the engineer would have none of it. Somewhere up
ahead, the rails were lifted and Barnaby Jones had no intention of speeding to
his death. Even in the noisy cab, the three men heard the distant report of a
high-powered rifle. Toby dropped into a crouch and earned a reprimand from the
engineer. ‘Keep feeding that firebox. Nobody told you to stop, goddammit!’


The words were barely out of his mouth when he spotted the
section of denuded crossties up ahead. Bellowing out a warning, he heaved on
the brake lever. Joe was swiftly by his side. He had just made his own
discovery and was about to add to Barnaby’s troubles.


‘I know you didn’t sign on to fight,’ he shouted over the
din of screeching metal, ‘but trouble has found us now.’ With that, he handed
Pritchett’s Remington revolver to the unhappy engineer. ‘Do you know how to use
one of these?’


‘Cock, aim and fire,’ Barnaby threw back dismissively. ‘How
hard can that be?’


 


As the completely undamaged train ground to a halt some fifty
yards away, Slattery knew immediately what they had to do. To remain there was
to invite annihilation. Their only chance was to rush the cab. If they could
get up close with that, then the distant sharpshooter would be severely
restricted. Glaring at his little group, he remarked, ‘When I say, get on your
feet and take that engine. One, two, three, go!’


 


On board the stationary train, the now redundant Toby jumped
with shock as he suddenly saw four armed men rushing for the cab. At the sight
of the vicious desperados, sheer terror overwhelmed him. It would have made
little difference had he been armed, as it takes a certain kind of man to pull
a trigger in anger. Strangely, instead of leaping from the cab and running like
hell, he chose to clamber up on to the tender. There he began to heave logs out
of the way, as though trying to burrow down to safety.


Dismissing the clerk’s strange antics from his mind, Joe
awkwardly balanced the barrel of his Sharps on his damaged left hand. The
weight felt almost insupportable. There was no time to individually assess the
likely capabilities of the men approaching them. Rapidly aiming at a cadaverous
figure in the lead, he squeezed both triggers. In the comparatively enclosed
space, the roar was deafening. The barrel jumped in his hand, so inducing a
fresh wave of pain, and he found himself enveloped in a sulphurous cloud.
Assailed by nausea, he stepped back and stumbled in the unfamiliar
surroundings. Falling to the floor, he felt weak and in no all-fired hurry to
get back on his feet. He really should have drawn his revolver, but instead
made a feeble attempt to reload his rifle.


 


The heavy ball smashed into the man known as Clayton and
threw him back on to the ground. Such was the overwhelming force of the blow that
he never even uttered a sound. Whether dead or alive, he was definitely out of
the battle and his sudden demise galvanized his cronies.


Slattery fired and levered his Spencer on the run. ‘Lay down
some fire or they’ll have us all,’ he bellowed harshly at his two remaining
men. Their projectiles began to slam into the side of the wooden cab, which had
the apparent effect of suppressing any return fire. His breathing was laboured
from the unaccustomed exercise, but he was nearly there. Then, without a word
to his companions, their supposed leader suddenly veered off to his right. His
course took him around the front of the great hissing machine and on to the
other side of the cab.


 


Barnaby had never been in a gunfight before, but he wasn’t
going to let that stop him. Cocking the unfamiliar weapon, he fired over the
top of the thick wooden panelling. With a comforting roar, the revolver bucked
in his hand. Emboldened, he cocked and fired again. It never occurred to him
that there might not be anyone in front of his gun muzzle. About to fire a
third time, he was suddenly aware of a movement by the entrance. Instinctively
pulling back towards the firebox, his horrified gaze focused on the revolver
aimed directly at him. In that split second before death, there was nothing to
be said or considered.


Dunc’s brutalized face above and behind the weapon creased
into a venomous smile as a prelude to squeezing the trigger. To him, there
could be no greater pleasure than the almost sexual anticipation of a kill. By
way of climax, he contracted his forefinger. The hammer dropped on to the small
copper cap beneath and there was … nothing. Misfire!


Barnaby’s eyes flickered with disbelief and he felt a sudden
unexpected warmth as liquid flowed down his left leg. Shame at such a reaction
and incandescent rage at its cause propelled him into action. He aimed directly
at Dunc’s horrified figure and with manic intensity discharged four more
chambers. After the first shot he couldn’t see anything but acrid smoke. In
spite of the point-blank range only one ball struck flesh and bone, but it was
enough. The gory headshot snuffed the man’s life out in an instant and left him
in an untidy heap by the side of the train that he had intended to destroy.


Barnaby was temporarily beyond all reason. He continued to
squeeze the trigger, so that the Remington repeatedly dry-fired. Dunc’s sole
remaining accomplice was hardened to gunplay and therefore unimpressed by such
an empty threat. The man was level with the floor of the cab and swung inward
to snap off a quick shot. He held a massive relic of the Mexican War, a Colt
Walker that was really only suitable to be carried in a saddle holster. If only
one ball from that monster had struck Barnaby, the beleaguered train would have
been stranded for the duration.


Joe was on his knees and had temporarily abandoned his
rifle. Even as Dunc’s ill-favoured features were destroyed, he drew and cocked
his single-action Colt. So when the next assailant appeared in the entrance, he
simply leaned forward and placed the gun muzzle up against the man’s greasy
head. The detonation blew blood and brain matter out on to the prairie and left
the air tainted with the smell of burnt flesh and hair.


Despite the pain and carnage, Joe’s mind was sufficiently
clear to have kept a tally. He knew that there was one more wrecker unaccounted
for. He also knew that that man was likely to be the most dangerous of them
all. On a sudden impulse, he clambered forward and dropped down out of the
locomotive. The engineer would just have to take his chances. The two
disfigured corpses presented no danger, but as ever he took the time to survey
his surroundings. The only man left alive proved to be Bill Hickok, who was
walking cautiously towards the train, leading his horse. Without a word, Joe
raised his right forefinger and indicated that he was going in pursuit.


 


Brett Slattery had silently made his way around the engine.
Repeated gunshots sounded from inside the cab and instinctively he knew that
things were not going well. Unfortunately he had no obvious escape route and so
could only rely upon ruthless aggression. Had he only known it, his immediate
employer was trussed up in the rear carriage and would have made a useful ally.
Such were the fortunes of men in his profession!


Placing his Spencer carefully on the ground, Slattery drew
the huge LeMat revolver from his belt. He had taken the gun from a mortally
wounded Confederate officer, who no longer had any use for it and who would in
any case have wanted his loyal sergeant to slaughter more Yankee invaders with
it. At close quarters it was quite the most lethal weapon that he had
encountered. A nine-chambered cylinder revolved around a central sixteen-gauge
smooth-bore barrel that contained a charge of grapeshot. By cunning use of a lever
on the end of the hammer, it was this latter option that he now chose.


The firing had apparently stopped, so Slattery eased up to
the cab’s entrance. Climbing two steps, he cautiously peered into its interior.
Barnaby had slumped to the floor in shock, brought on by his first action.
Although the revolver that lay by his side was empty, Slattery could not know
that. For the second time that day a monstrous weapon was levelled at the
unfortunate engineer. As a forefinger tightened on the trigger, there was
unexpected movement on the tender. A displaced log registered in Slattery’s
peripheral vision as it tumbled off the pile and he twisted to his right.


Toby yelped in alarm at his sudden discovery and thrust his
empty hands forward in supplication. His gesture was futile. Slattery saw only
a partially concealed figure high up on the tender and immediately fired the
shotgun barrel. There was a deafening report, coupled with a huge quantity of
smoke. The full charge of scrap iron caught the young telegraph clerk squarely
in the chest. Copious amounts of blood splashed over the logs as his torso was
thrown back against the woodpile. His broken body slowly slid sideways as
though reluctantly acknowledging that its existence was finally over. He had
died without a sound.


Slattery climbed up into the cab, advanced on Barnaby and
kicked the Remington away from him. He had adjusted his weapon so that the
hammer was now directly above one of nine chambers containing .42-calibre
balls. The engineer was facing imminent death, until Slattery suddenly had a
far better idea. He kicked his prisoner hard in the ribs to ensure that he had
his full attention.


‘Get on your feet, goddammit. You’re going to get this
machine moving, back down the track to Columbus.’


Before the startled engineer had time to reply, he found
himself very painfully dragged off the floor by his hair. The muzzle of the
LeMat was rammed into his neck and he appeared to have no choice other than to
comply. It was at that point that Joe Wakefield announced his presence. ‘Lower
the hammer very slowly and place that cannon on the floor.’


Both men froze in their deadly embrace. Mere seconds seemed
like a lifetime, but finally Slattery made a move. Very gradually, he cranked
his head to the left and looked down at the Colt Army revolver pointed directly
at him. The ghost of a grim smile appeared on his face, causing the scar under
his right eye to crease in a most unpleasant manner. ‘Looks like we’ve got us a
stand-off. If you drop that hammer, this son of a bitch gets it. And my guess
is that without him you’re stranded.’


Joe involuntarily licked his lips. The big man appeared to
have the right of it and that fact gave him no comfort whatsoever. Then
movement registered directly opposite him and Bill Hickok leapt up into the cab
with all the agility of a mountain lion.


‘Hello, Brett,’ remarked that individual with studied
nonchalance. Both arms hung loosely at his sides. The pistol fighter’s posture
was completely unthreatening and yet there was no disguising the two fully
cocked Colt Navys in his hands. They imbued him with a latent menace that the
other man couldn’t fail to observe, and so it proved.


The remaining wrecker noticeably paled as he twisted round
to face the newcomer. ‘You,’ he grunted through gritted teeth. His knuckles
showed white as he manically gripped the butt of his heavy revolver. Barnaby
began to struggle against the pressure of the LeMat, until Slattery swiftly
brought his knee up into the man’s mid-section. The engineer slumped slightly,
but the gun muzzle never left his neck.


‘Lower that piece or face the consequences,’ Bill commanded.


‘Four-dollar words don’t cut it with me, Hickok,’ responded
Slattery harshly. ‘You try any fancy moves with those Colts and see where it
gets you.’


Those prophetic words were barely out of his mouth before
Bill indeed made his move. His right-hand revolver leapt up to the horizontal
and flame belched from its muzzle. The .36-calibre ball struck Slattery in the
throat and exited from the back of his neck. That man’s eyes briefly registered
a mixture of disbelief and shock before all life left them. Then his revolver
slipped from nerveless fingers and he collapsed on to the floor of the cab.
With a theatrical flourish Bill twirled his revolver before returning it to its
holster. Only someone with supreme self-confidence in his abilities could have
attempted such a bold stroke.


Barnaby had recovered his wind and was staring at his
rescuer with stunned amazement. Spots of Slattery’s blood coated his face, but
he seemed oblivious to it. ‘Hot dang, mister,’ he proclaimed with genuine
astonishment. ‘That took some nerve. What if you’d missed?’


‘The thought never occurred to me,’ Bill responded calmly.


Joe climbed up into the cab and scrutinized the dead man.
‘Did you know him?’ he asked with frank curiosity.


‘Some,’ Bill allowed pensively. ‘Back in the day.’


It was only then that the two men noticed the other broken
body pathetically sprawled across the logs in the tender.


‘Oh shit!’ exclaimed Joe. ‘Looks like we did good, but they
did better.’










Chapter
Twelve


 


Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Cartwright, formerly of the Army
of the Potomac, read Joe Wakefield’s telegraph for the third or maybe even the
fourth time. It was the sentence, ‘HE HAS TOLD ME EVERYTHING STOP’ that was
particularly exercising his mind. Was it deliberately ambiguous, or did it
merely appear so because the Union Pacific’s newly appointed employee had been
under great stress when he wrote it? Or, was the sharpshooter and
buffalo-hunter-turned-railroad-detective a good deal smarter than anybody might
have reasonably expected? One thing was for sure: he had certainly shown an
aptitude for survival.


Cartwright’s stained teeth worked hard on the fat cigar that
befitted his exalted position as track boss. He himself was under a great deal
more stress than anybody could possibly have comprehended. The colonel was
charged with advancing the railhead at the fastest possible pace. Yet, because
of his own particular pact with the Devil, it was also in his own interests to
progress as slowly as possible, so long as it was not apparent to his official
employers. Hence the sudden onset of some very bloody and very mysterious
train-wrecking. And, so as to appear that he was doing everything within his
power to stop them, he had even cunningly resorted to employing someone to
investigate them. What he hadn’t expected was for that individual to be so
capable or so persistent.


There was a massive financial incentive for all this mayhem
that, if made public, could quite possibly bring down President Andrew
Johnson’s administration. Certain powerful interests back East stood to make
vast sums of money by buying up land before the railroad reached it, but there
had been delays in the interminable legal processes. As a result, the dubious
speculators needed to slow down, but not completely stop, the progress of the
Union Pacific by any means available. It was their good luck that the man with
local control just happened to have thwarted ambitions. In the rapidly
contracting post-war Union Army, Cartwright would likely have been reduced to
first lieutenant and been consigned to some dreary frontier posting. The
alternative was to accept a job with the Union Pacific, which had soaked up a
large number of demobbed soldiers. That was all very well, but what would
become of him when the transcontinental connection was completed? It therefore
behoved him to make some real money while he could. All it took was a ruthless
disregard for human life. During the recent conflict, he had discovered many
times that he had that particular quality.


After careful investigation and consideration he had managed
to forge a relationship with the dissolute and corrupt city marshal of Omaha.
He had discovered that Deke Pritchett would make the ideal middleman. In that
way the colonel was able to distance himself from the actual murder and
destruction that had to take place. If, as seemed likely, that fool had got
himself apprehended and was now likely to talk, then Cartwright had no choice
other than to permanently silence him. The question was, how to achieve that
end without attracting suspicion?


He paced up and down the railroad carriage like a caged
beast as he weighed up his options. The track boss was proud of his powerful
physique and was aware of just how intimidating he could be. Yet this situation
called for more than just coercion; it could very well require an unprecedented
level of violence.


Mind made up, Cartwright strode to the nearest door and
stepped out on to the open-air platform. Dropping down off the carriage, he
gazed westward. As far as the eye could see, the route of the Union Pacific
stretched before him. The graders had built up the path for the track, but
construction was held up by a shortage of rails and crossties. The derailments
had drastically affected their delivery and he was being bombarded daily by
impatient telegrams from the railroad’s chief engineer, General Grenville
Dodge, in Chicago.


Catching sight of the walking boss, he bellowed out the
man’s name and signalled that he should join him. Mike Shaughnessey was the
archetypal Irish sergeant. On leaving the Union Army, he had taken his rifle
and headed west. His undoubted talents had found a home with the railroad.
There was no man better suited to keeping the men working and enforcing
discipline. Unfortunately he was also a relatively simple soul, to whom life
was either black or white. And he was honest. There was no room in his life for
any nefarious dealings and so he had been excluded from Cartwright’s
activities. In fact the only other man at the railhead involved in the
murderous campaign was the indispensable telegraph operator, Calum Post.


As the burly Irishman approached, Cartwright gestured for
him to follow on into the carriage. As the door closed behind them, the long
room became Cartwright’s stage, where he had to work his magic on a man who
would be a crucial part of his scheme. Without any preamble, he got straight to
the point. ‘We’ve got a problem, Shaughnessey. An almighty big one.’


‘You don’t have to be telling me, sor,’ the other man
replied immediately in a thick Irish accent. ‘Track-laying’s at a standstill.
If we don’t see a supply train soon, dem graders’ll be in Utah and we’ll still
be sitting here on our bleeding arses!’


Cartwright shook his head impatiently. ‘That’s nothing
compared to what’s heading this way. I have been informed by the Pacific
Telegraph operator in Columbus that our next supply train has been taken over
by a gang of vicious ruffians. They have filled it with blasting powder and
intend to attack this railhead.’


Shaughnessey was completely nonplussed by such a
development. He gawped at his superior and then ran a meaty hand over his face,
as though attempting to massage his wits. Following the maxim of ‘hit hard and
hit fast’, Cartwright continued before the Irishman had time to form a
response. ‘I want a section of track lifted behind us and a barricade
constructed. All the men still have their rifles, so they can man it. And we
can’t take any chances, so tell them to shoot to kill! It’ll be like old times
for any Johnny Rebs you’ve got out there. Those bushwhacking bastards used to
enjoy a good ambush.’


All of this was just too much for the hapless Shaughnessey.
The prospect of attacking a Union Pacific train quite simply appalled him. ‘What
if they have prisoners aboard? There’s no telling who might get hurt. What if
someone’s made a mistake and it’s not even the same train? It’s a hell of a
thing you be wanting from me, sor.’


Cartwright moved in close until they were almost face to
face. There was an unsettling gleam in his eyes that suggested a myriad of
hidden emotions. He reached out and gripped the other man’s shoulders.
Shaughnessey was a sturdy individual, but he could feel the uncomfortable
build-up of pressure.


‘There is no mistake. The telegraph was particularly clear
and Calum had the Columbus operator repeat it,’ Cartwright assured him firmly.
‘I am tasked with building this railroad. It will bind the whole country
together, so anyone attempting to disrupt it must be dealt with severely. For
now, this is an untamed wilderness full of hazards. Innocent people are bound
to get hurt along the way, but we will triumph.’


It came to mind that he might be overdoing the patriotic
fervour a little, but he needed to bend the walking boss to his will. ‘Now you
go out there and you get those men moving. I don’t know how much time we’ve got
and if this camp gets destroyed, I won’t be the only one to suffer.’


The veiled threat seemed to have an effect, because
Shaughnessey suddenly shrugged off Cartwright’s grip and squared his shoulders.
‘I’ll muster the men now, sor. We’ll stop anything that comes down that track,
but I just hope you’ve got it right.’ Then he repeated his earlier warning, as
though that in itself would free him of any subsequent blame. ‘It’s a terrible
thing you be after having me do!’


With that, the former sergeant headed for the carriage door.
Apparently he knew his duty, but there was obviously a seed of doubt still
lingering in his mind. As the door closed, it occurred to Cartwright that he
would have an awful lot of explaining to do in the aftermath, but then it
wasn’t the first time that he had wrecked the Union Pacific’s trains!


 


Barnaby’s big, bluff frame was still trembling with shock.
He had spent the war in a protected occupation. This was his first taste of
bloody violence and he didn’t care for it one bit. His two companions initially
eyed him sympathetically, but they soon tired of his melodramatic reaction.
They had other things to think on. Toby’s shattered body was mute testimony to
the fact that their plans were in disarray.


Leaving the engineer to his own private hell, they dropped
down out of the cab and contemplated the empty crossties ahead.


‘So, what the hell do we do now, Mister Wakefield?’ Bill
Hickok inquired as he gazed quizzically at his employer.


‘Looks like we’ve got some track-laying to do,’ remarked Joe
without enthusiasm. His hand was throbbing, he felt dead on his feet and he
really didn’t relish the prospect of lifting two six-hundred-pound rails.


‘Then again,’ suggested Bill, ‘since we no longer have a
witness to give to your colonel, we could just steam right back to Columbus and
get ourselves a drink. You don’t look up to shifting those rails anyhoo.’


‘That won’t answer,’ responded Joe stubbornly. ‘Pritchett
doesn’t know that Toby’s kilt. So we get those rails spiked down and head on
into the railhead.’


His companion regarded him warily. ‘You’re a real push-hard,
aren’t you? And while we’re sashaying about on that train, what becomes of my
horse? Tell me that.’


Joe wasn’t for turning. ‘Leave him free to graze. You can
drop off on the way back.’


All that remark succeeded in doing was getting Bill’s back
up. ‘Too thin, my friend. Too thin. I’ve trusted my life and my possessions to
that horse and I’m not just up and leaving him out here in this godforsaken
spot. Not for any five dollars a day and found. I’m going to ride him back to
the stables in Columbus. You’d be wise to pull this rig back there for the
night. Unless you reckon you and that gun-shy engineer can manage those rails
between you.’


Instinctively, Joe clutched his injured hand. Damn the man!
Bill had him and he knew it. Then again, it occurred to him that arriving at
the railhead in the dark was probably a mite too risky. He didn’t know what
they’d be up against. And by enlisting some tracklayers at the depot, the track
could be repaired without a lot of pain and exertion. Finally, there was the
simple matter of exhaustion to consider. Since their first confrontation with
Marshal Pritchett over breakfast, the two men had been constantly in action and
Joe for one was feeling much reduced. His head had been pounding something
cruel ever since Bill had tried to knock some sense into him. What he really
needed was a good night’s rest.


There’s stubborn and there’s stupid and Joe Wakefield was
certainly not the latter, so he bowed to reason. But before they left, he did
one thing that the luckless Jake hadn’t thought to. With a well-aimed shot, he
cut the telegraph wire that ran by the track. That way nobody at the railhead
could establish just where the expected supply train had got to and it would
likely create a sense of uncertainty in anyone intending them harm.


 


The rails had been lifted and a sizeable barricade
constructed before darkness fell. On Cartwright’s instructions, the men had not
been told the reason for such unusual activity. There would be time for that
later. For now it was sufficient that they had a hot meal. It was likely to be
a long night.


There were over one hundred men in camp, so there was no
shortage for the task in hand. In addition, there was a large party of
track-graders well forward of the railhead working towards the small town of
Kearney, about thirty-five miles to the west. The colonel, confident of his own
numbers, had decided to leave them out there. His self-assurance was only
slightly dented when he had an urgent visit from Calum Post, the telegraph
operator.


‘The line’s down, Colonel. Somewhere between here and
Columbus.’


There could be any number of reasons for such an occurrence
and none of them good. What it did do was prove a point to the walking boss.


As the last light drained out of the sky, the two men stood
behind the wooden barricade staring east. A man with more sensitivity and
imagination might have been tempted to ponder on just what wonders such a vast,
untamed country might contain, but Thomas Cartwright was purely driven by
greed. With an entirely false gesture of companionship, he placed a hand
lightly on Shaughnessey’s shoulder.


‘You’re a good man, Mike. I know you’re not happy about all
this, but you must see that I haven’t any choice. Until the telegraph line is
repaired we are cut off. Whoever’s on that train doesn’t want us summoning
help. I believe that this is the next move after wrecking those supply trains.
I simply can’t ignore it.’


His subordinate had not missed the subtle use of his first
name. It was the first time that had ever happened, and Shaughnessey was not so
simple that he didn’t recognize that it was deliberate. And yet, there had to
be something in what the colonel was saying. There was no denying that someone
had cut the telegraph and the lack of rails was bringing the track-laying to a
standstill. In the flickering light of the wood-and-pitch torches, his honest
features contorted with temporary indecision. Then they cleared as he realized
that he really didn’t have any choice. His loyalties lay with the Union Pacific
and that great enterprise was clearly threatened.


‘I’m with you, Colonel. Dem bastards out there in the dark
have got the first move, so I’ll organize the men into shifts. It’s after being
a very long night!’










Chapter
Thirteen


 


‘Just what the devil are you expecting to find in that
camp?’


Bill viewed his employer with barely concealed amazement.
That man had just instructed Barnaby to move one of the heavily laden flat cars
up beyond the locomotive to form the head of the train and presumably act as
some sort of battering ram. It would involve a great deal of careful shunting
and decoupling, but was possible because of the existence of a spur line at the
Columbus depot.


Joe Wakefield had greeted the new day with renewed vigour.
Once again wielding his letter of authorization, he had already sent off a
party of workmen on a hand-pumped railroad car to repair the section of track.
His left hand was still throbbing unmercifully, but it was now tightly bound
with a fresh bandage. His headache had gone and he had wolfed down some
steaming coffee, a pan of soup and a can of fruit. Strange breakfast fare
indeed, but then he had no idea when he could expect another meal. In the face
of Bill’s bemused inquiry, he decided to relate the contents of his telegram to
Colonel Cartwright.


‘This could all be for nothing, in which case all we have
wasted is some time. On the other hand. . . .’ He left the sentence unfinished.
All he had to work on was a hunch, but he was still young enough to place his
faith in such things.


Other business had also been taken care of. Toby’s
blood-soaked body had been removed from the tender under cover of darkness, to
await an early burial. In the summer heat it would otherwise soon begin to
turn. Deke Pritchett had remained confined to the passenger car, oblivious to
the key witness’s demise. He had finally been fed and had his flesh wound inspected.
It was raw and angry, somewhat like the lawman, but it did not appear to be
festering.


The minute that the work party returned, Joe intended that
they should depart. The break in the telegraph line would also likely have been
discovered, which was something that he certainly could not admit to, so a
second bit of sabotage would probably be necessary once they got moving. Whilst
the work was progressing, the two detectives inspected their haul of weapons.
The awesome firepower of the LeMat revolver impressed Joe. He had relieved
Slattery’s corpse of the necessary reloads and now carried the weapon tucked
into his belt. The other surplus guns were stashed at the rear of the cab.


Finally, with the return of the handcar, the much- delayed
supply train could set off to its ultimate destination. With a full load of
wood and water, they only had one stop to make before reaching the railhead. As
expected, the railroad crew had reported a break in the telegraph line. In
their opinion it was the work of disaffected Indians. Once out on the empty
plains of Nebraska and well beyond the repaired track, Joe again ruptured the
vital line. After that, there was really nothing to do but wait as the Iron
Horse effortlessly ate up the miles.


 


Calum Post was both hot and puzzled. The diminutive New
Yorker was in the stiflingly hot canvas tent that constituted his office. He
had been checking his telegraph equipment every hour on the hour. He was young,
efficient and proud of his ability. It was those qualities that had brought him
out West to further his career with the Pacific Telegraph Company. A short
while earlier, he had suddenly found that he was able to transmit a message to
the operator in Columbus. He had rapidly sent an inquiry as to the whereabouts
of the overdue supply train. Then, before a reply could come through, the line
had mysteriously gone dead again. It was all decidedly odd. He knew that he
would have to inform Colonel Cartwright immediately.


Calum had tried many times to rationalize his association
with the track boss. His services included passing on the contents of every
message sent and received at the railhead, and of course keeping to himself
every part of Cartwright’s nefarious activities. He told himself that it was
purely a business arrangement and that he wasn’t really doing any harm, but in
his more lucid moments he knew damned well that what he was doing was
criminally wrong. He was a willing party to murder and sabotage. The problem
was that he couldn’t now break free of that man’s clutches. He forever lusted
after the better things in life and the money also came in useful to fund his
relentless appetite for whores. And yet, he now seemed to spend most of his
time living in fear of discovery and of the track boss himself.


Gratefully escaping the sweltering tent, Calum made his way
towards the hastily erected barricade. As though mocking the heat, Cartwright’s
bear-like physique was enclosed by a black frock coat. An unlit cigar was
clamped between his powerful jaws. The operator hated to admit it, but the big
man really frightened him. The colonel was staring fixedly back down the track,
as though using sheer willpower to hasten the approach of the train. Calum
coughed twice before he gained the other’s attention. As he related his news, a
strange gleam came into the colonel’s eyes. At no time did that man say
anything. He just nodded repeatedly, all the time watching the young man
intently. Calum could feel the beads of sweat forming on his forehead that were
only partly due to the summer heat. Finally, a dismissive wave ended his acute
discomfort and the track boss turned back to the barricade.


Calum decided, as he beat a hasty retreat, that whatever was
coming down that track couldn’t be any more intimidating than Thomas
Cartwright.


 


Unlike on the previous day, the train ride was completely
uneventful. Mile after mile passed by without the passengers sighting a single
human being. What they did see was a huge herd of buffalo on the south side of
the Platte. There were so many beasts that the distant terrain turned black.
They were literally meat on the hoof for all the tribes of mounted Indians. So
long as such numbers remained, no one could conceivably go hungry in any of the
territories covering the plains.


As time drifted by, the rhythmical movement of the
locomotive gradually lulled Joe into a false sense of security. He was the only
one of the three without any tasks to fulfil. So, after a period of such
relative tranquillity, it came as a jolting shock when the railhead suddenly
swam into view through the lenses of his spyglass. The harsh reality of their
situation had returned. He bellowed at Barnaby to reduce speed, and so allow
him time to study the situation. With so much smoke billowing out of the stack,
their presence had to have been known for some time.


‘Well, what do you see?’ Bill demanded. With the fireman’s
job having fallen to him, he was otherwise occupied.


‘Looks like it’s going to get lively,’ Joe responded.
‘There’s a barricade with rifles behind it, and … and a section of track
missing in front of it. Christ, this railway’s never going to get finished.
Seems like there’s more rails lifted than laid!’


As the train slowed down, Bill looked for himself. ‘That
message to Cartwright sure stirred up a hornets’ nest. What’s more, he’s the
only one could have ordered something like that. Which means he must be your
man. Well done, Mister Wakefield!’


All of a sudden everything seemed so clear, but not to
everybody.


‘What the hell are you two fellers muttering about?’ Barnaby
demanded with an air of exasperation. ‘Why don’t we just head on in there?
You’ve been trying to get to the railhead for long enough.’


Despite the circumstances a broad grin spread across Joe’s
features as he replied, ‘And so we shall, Mister Jones. So we shall. But first
you’re going to uncouple the front car. That battering ram’s going to have to
get us into camp.’


 


As the tell-tale plumes of smoke appeared on the horizon,
Cartwright was galvanized into action. ‘Shaughnessey,’ he yelled. ‘Have your
men stand to.’


Without waiting for a response, he then strode over to the
small horse herd to saddle his mount. The contents of the approaching train
were an unknown quantity and the war years had taught him that it was always
advisable to prepare an escape route.


For the tracklayers it felt like being back in the army, as
they fell in behind the barricade with their deadly muzzle-loading rifles. This
time they had no idea who the enemy was, but at least they gained a respite
from the backbreaking toil. Their ‘long guns’ were a mixture of Springfields
manufactured in America and Enfields purchased from the British. Both fired the
Minié Ball, which, because of its particular construction, could cause horrific
injuries to those that it struck.


As the train drew nearer, the Irish walking boss viewed it
with disquiet. Surely they were not going to open fire on that? Then he noticed
that its advance had slowed. It continued like that for some moments, before
coming to a complete stop about a mile away. Squinting against the bright sunlight,
Shaughnessey watched as a tiny figure dropped down from the cab and hurriedly
made his way to the front of the engine. He was then lost from sight, because
for some very odd reason there was a fully laden flat car where you would have
least expected it.


 


‘You’re plumb crazy. It’d cost me my job and then some to do
that!’


Barnaby had reluctantly uncoupled the flat car, but to then
be told to ram it into the barricade was just too much. ‘That might not be
anything to do with us,’ he continued incredulously. ‘The camp might be under
attack from those damned Pawnees.’


Joe regarded him pityingly. ‘Those poor dumb sons of bitches
gave up the war trail years ago. Besides, this is Sioux territory and they
wouldn’t be likely to just attack from the north-east down the track, now would
they? Christ, a blind man on a galloping horse could see that that barrier is
for us alone. The man behind the train- wrecking is over there and he’s out to
stop us getting Marshal Pritchett into camp. Now get this poxy train moving!’


The engineer had no idea what the lawman had to do with
anything, but he was proud of his machine and resented such language. ‘There’s
no call for that kind of talk. You’ve brought nothing but trouble down on me.’


Bill had heard plenty. ‘Enough of this shit! But for us,
this train would be smashed to blazes and Slattery would have paroled you to
Jesus. We’re all that’s kept you alive and you damn well know it. Now do as the
man says, before I forget that we need you.’ With that he ostentatiously rested
his right hand on the smooth butt of a Colt Navy.


Barnaby could recognize a threat when he saw one. Choking
off any further words, he turned back to his controls and got the locomotive
moving again. The other two men exchanged glances and Bill favoured his
companion with a knowing smile.


Gradually their speed built up. There was not long to go.
The barricade drew nearer and suddenly a warning shot was fired. Barnaby threw
them a fleeting look but remained silent. Joe was carefully gauging the
distance. Abruptly, his good hand smacked down on the engineer’s back.


‘Now, hit the brakes!’


With a tremendous screeching of metal on metal, the train
began to slow down. Or at least most of it did. Freed from any restraint, the
flat car continued relentlessly on its way. As it got nearer, it projected an
aura of massive and unstoppable force. With only the one section of track
lifted, it was obvious that it would pile directly into the barricade.


 


With the colonel otherwise occupied, it fell to Shaughnessey
to fire the warning shot. The single discharge from his Spencer achieved
nothing. The train continued its inexorable advance and the men were getting
nervous. A charge by flesh and blood was one thing, but how could any man stand
against the Iron Horse? Then the unthinkable happened. Accompanied by the
screeching of brakes, the locomotive began to slow down. Yet the flat car,
piled high with rails and now partially obscuring the locomotive behind it,
continued on its way. It was then that the Irish walking boss finally accepted
that Cartwright must have been telling the truth. The train had to have been
taken over by assassins and wreckers. Swiftly, he instructed his men to move
out on to their flanks. With the vast majority being former soldiers, they knew
what was expected of them.


‘Aim for the cab, boys. Fire when ready,’ their leader
bellowed.


A ragged volley rattled out from behind and around the
barrier of crossties. The whole front was momentarily obscured by a voluminous
cloud of smoke. The engine had slowed to a walk, whilst the unstoppable flat
car was almost upon them.


 


Joe observed the line of rifles descending to the
horizontal. It was obvious what was coming next. ‘Drop down for your lives!’ he
screamed out.


Mere seconds afterwards there was a fragmented blast of
musketry, as scores of weapons discharged in front of them. The barrage of soft
lead balls crashed into every part of the locomotive and even some of the rails
on the car behind. Metal striking metal produced a series of tremendous
clanging noises, but it was in the wooden cab where the real danger existed.
Jagged splinters flew about them and Barnaby suddenly howled out in pain. A
sliver of wood had pierced the flesh just below his right eye. Joe witnessed
the painful wound, but just couldn’t spare the time to help. The flat car was
about to strike the barricade, which would provide him with a very small window
of opportunity.


‘Help him, Bill,’ he shouted as he dropped down out of the
cab. ‘I’m going to get Pritchett before they’re reloaded.’


 


‘Run for your lives, boys!’ Shaughnessey hollered out
unnecessarily. Just before he turned away to flee, he caught a momentary
glimpse of a man jumping down out of the locomotive. With his life in danger,
he had no time to ponder the meaning of that action. His men scattered like
sheep just as the huge projectile left the track. Momentum kept it moving over
the wooden crossties until the whole thing smashed into the barricade. No
sharpshooting was required to shatter the chains this time. They could not resist
the huge forces suddenly exerted on them. With a deafening din, the whole cargo
of thirty-foot- long rails hurtled off the flat car and cascaded on to the
ground behind the ruptured fortification. It was then that the first fatality
occurred. One man was just too slow on his feet. The end of an iron rail struck
him squarely in the back and literally ploughed him into the earth. He didn’t
even have time to cry out.


Joe Wakefield raced like a man possessed down the length of
the train to the passenger car. He was aided in this by the fact that the
engine had not yet completely stopped. Reaching his destination, he bounded up
the steps and burst through the door.


‘What in tarnation’s going on?’ boomed Pritchett
belligerently. He was sour and angry after a long night’s captivity. ‘Who’s
doing all that goddamned shooting?’


Without bothering to respond, Joe unsheathed his skinning
knife. Alarm momentarily spread over the other man’s features. ‘Just what’re
you fixing to do with that toothpick?’


Still maintaining his silence, his captor sliced through the
rope that bound Pritchett’s legs. Dragging the lawman to his feet, Joe favoured
him with a cold smile. By a quirk of fate, that gesture coincided exactly with
the rogue rail car striking the barricade and shedding its load. Even at that
distance the din was frightful.


‘What the hell was that?’ Pritchett inquired desperately.


‘It’s time for you to make good,’ Joe responded cryptically.
Then he shoved him none too gently to the nearest exit. Pritchett hobbled along
painfully, as the circulation only gradually returned to his legs. His hands
remained securely tied behind his back. Coming out on to the open-air platform,
they were shielded from the railhead by the laden flat cars. With great
deliberation, Joe eased the LeMat revolver from his belt. Retracting the
hammer, he then flicked the lever, so ensuring that the shotgun barrel would
detonate first.


Having guided his prisoner down the steps, Joe stationed
himself directly behind the man’s bulk and placed the upper barrel of the LeMat
against the side of his head.


‘Now, you bastard,’ he remarked with icy resolve. ‘Move down
the side of the train towards the camp. One false move and I’ll blow your
tarnal brains all over God’s creation!’


‘You’ve got no call to treat me like this,’ the other man
whined. It had abruptly dawned on him just how precarious his situation truly
was. Yet with his hands tied and a gun to his head, he really had little option
other than to comply. At a steady pace, they moved down the length of the
train. Ahead of them lay the ruined barricade and beyond that were large
numbers of men milling about in confusion. As they finally drew level with the
locomotive, Joe glanced up into the cab. Barnaby was sprawled on the floor,
apparently in shock. He had both hands clapped to his face and blood was
trickling down on to his grubby overalls. Bill Hickok, crouching near the
steps, had both Navy Sixes cocked and ready.


‘Don’t open fire unless all is lost, Bill. Our only chance
is to talk this through, savvy?’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ came the laconic response.


Joe supposed that that would have to do and so pushed
Pritchett forward again.


 


The rest of the workforce had thankfully got clear. The
danger from the inert cargo had swiftly passed, mainly because of the inflexible
shape of the rails. Once they had crashed into the ground they simply lay
there. Thomas Cartwright, who had remained well clear of the danger area, was
quick to realize this.


‘Back to your posts, men,’ he commanded, without even
wasting a glance on the dead tracklayer. ‘Reload your weapons and return to
your positions.’


It was Shaughnessey who first spotted the new development.
‘Mary mother of God, what’s after happening now?’


Those fraught words had the men nearest to him turning back
towards the train and not all of them had empty rifles.


 


Locked in a grim embrace, the two men advanced beyond the
engine. They really were on their own, as Joe just did not know whom, if
anybody, he could trust at the railhead.


There was a loud report and a ball kicked up the ground near
their feet. It was too much for the totally exposed lawman. ‘You poxy madman,’
he bawled out. ‘You’ll get us both kilt!’


He began to struggle violently, until Joe was forced to
bring his left knee up hard into Pritchett’s ribs. Even as he did so, there was
a sound like a bee in flight next to his right ear. Surely the next ball would
have to strike one of them!










Chapter
Fourteen


 


Shaughnessey shook his head in total bewilderment. Although
one of his men was dead as the result of a deliberate collision, nobody had yet
fired a shot at them. There were just two fools in a ‘lovers’ knot’ advancing
on the camp. In spite of the apparent danger, something about the whole
situation was all wrong. After the second wild shot, he made up his mind.


‘Stop shooting, all of you. Fire only on my command.’ He
then advanced a couple of paces and pointed directly at the approaching duo.
‘Stand off and identify yourselves.’


There was a slight pause as the man who had remained hidden
lowered his revolver. The walking boss noted that it was a LeMat and wondered
briefly whether its owner might possibly be a disaffected Confederate officer
out to cause some mayhem. Then, amazingly, Josiah Wakefield stepped out from
behind the other man.


‘Hello, Mike,’ he remarked calmly. ‘You’d be doing me a
great service if you’d have your men lower their weapons.’


 


Thomas Cartwright had deliberately hung back to wait on
events. He had earnestly hoped that Shaughnessey would order another fusillade,
but the fool had suddenly gone soft on him. Biting down hard on his cigar, he
strode purposefully into the midst of his men.


‘Those two plug-uglies are responsible for wrecking our
supply trains. They aim to close us down and see you all out of work. Gun them
down like the mangy scoundrels that they are!’


His emotive words drew angry cries from the assembled
workforce and many men cocked their weapons. The perceived injustice of it all
was just too much for Deke Pritchett. ‘You stinking son of a whore, Cartwright.
I’ll not die for you or any other man.’ Spittle flew from his lips as he glared
at the armed men around him. ‘Yes, I organized the wrecking and the killings,
but on his say-so and using his spondulix. It’s him you need to be pointing
those long irons at. Some goddamned speculators back East are paying him plenty
to shaft this operation.’


Shaughnessey’s eyes widened in shock and dismay. How could
this be? Thomas Cartwright was an officer and supposedly a gentleman. He
appeared to live and breathe for the Union Pacific.


At that moment the ‘officer and gentleman’ was seething with
frustrated anger and possibly the beginnings of despair. He had never expected
such a turn of events. Yet he hadn’t given up just yet. ‘They hope to trick you
with words,’ he boomed out. ‘Look at your dead comrade. There is no end to
their devilry. I am ordering you all to shoot them where they stand!’


That was just too much for the walking boss. Stepping out
between his men and the two newcomers, he raised his hands for all to see.
‘Hold fast. There is more to this than meets the eye.’ Glancing back, he
demanded, ‘What say you to all this, Joe?’


Joe Wakefield released his grasp on Marshal Pritchett and
with a flourish pulled out his letter of authorization appointing him as a
railroad detective. ‘Some of you men will know me as a hunter and former
soldier. This letter is addressed to me from Lieutenant Colonel Thomas
Cartwright, representing the Union Pacific Railroad. It instructs me to use all
means necessary to catch the desperados behind the wreckings and killings on
said railroad. Well, I’ve done just that and the trail has brought me right
back to your track boss. Why else would I place myself in such peril only to
spread a canard?’


Joe’s plain-spoken words were the tipping point in the
confrontation. They seemed sufficiently genuine and honest to at least sow
seeds of doubt in the minds of those listening. And they certainly proved too
much to take for the man that he had accused. From beneath his sombre frock
coat, Cartwright produced a Colt Army and aimed it directly at Deke Pritchett.
He had retained sufficient presence of mind to know that that individual was
the only man who could actually testify against him in a federal court of law.


Such action took everyone by surprise except Joe, because he
was already convinced of the colonel’s guilt. Instinctively, he kicked
Pritchett’s feet out from under him and in doing so saved that man’s life. The
deadly lead ball flew through the air mere inches above his head. In response,
Joe fired the only weapon immediately available to him. With a roar the shotgun
barrel of his LeMat discharged in Cartwright’s direction.


Although his view was obscured, Joe knew intuitively that
his prey had escaped serious harm. The short barrel, coupled with the distance
between them, meant that a lethal strike was unlikely, and so it proved. The
colonel lost his right ear lobe and suffered painful lacerations to his bearded
face. They were bloody and disfiguring, but completely failed to bring him
down. Realizing that the tide had turned, he then did the only thing left to a
man like him. He determined to escape, to fight another day.


Turning on his heel, he sprinted off towards the corral,
where a saddled and provisioned horse awaited him. Military discipline is a
hard thing to shake off and the workforce was still bemused by his sudden
downfall, so no man made any attempt to stop him. Sliding the long poles out of
their mountings, Cartwright entered the enclosure, heaved himself up into the
saddle and took flight. As he galloped off, flecks of blood flew off his
various wounds.


‘Shouldn’t be a hard man to track,’ remarked Bill Hickok,
suddenly appearing at Joe’s side. ‘Not with all that blood dripping off of
him.’


Mike Shaughnessey stared hard at the newcomer, before
turning to address Joe. ‘You won’t need to track him at all. I know exactly
where he’ll be headed. Just you be following the grading west.’ He momentarily
switched his attention to Pritchett’s prone figure as he continued. ‘Because of
this bastard, the track-laying’s fallen well behind, so the graders are camped
miles away. Cartwright will likely use his position to poison them against
you.’


Joe’s face was a grim mask of determination. ‘Dan Sturgis
had his throat slit because of that cockchafer. His actions here have proven
his guilt beyond all doubt. I don’t care what’s waiting for me out there.’
Turning to face Bill, he posed the question, ‘Are you with me?’


That man displayed genuine hurt. ‘That’s a hell of a thing
to ask.’


Joe favoured him with a broad smile. ‘Very well, then. Let’s
get to it.’


With that he placed himself squarely in Shaughnessey’s
hands. ‘We can’t finish this without you. We need the best horses available,
food and water and a couple of oilskin capes in case the weather should turn.
This could take a while.’


‘You can have whatever we’ve got,’ the walking boss
responded eagerly. ‘That asswipe lied to us all. He’s left a good many widows
and orphans too, I’ll be bound.’


In a vain attempt to lighten the mood, Bill Hickok had the
last word. Gazing around at the idle men and the devastated barricade, he
remarked, ‘Well, at least these fellers have some work to do. You’ve finally
got a supply of rails!’


 


Thomas Cartwright was almost overwhelmed by a combination of
pain, rage and self-pity. As he spurred his horse away from the railhead, the
sheer magnitude of what had just befallen him sank in. All his plans were in
tatters and he was reduced to being merely a common fugitive. His mutilated ear
hurt abominably and he seemed to be literally covered in blood. His hands were
so greasy with it that he could barely grip the reins. There seemed to be no
possible way out of such an appalling situation. But then inevitably his sharp
mind got to working and logical thought gradually began to assert itself.


Getting a grip on his overheated emotions, Cartwright slowed
down to a walk and studied the ground behind him. His back trail was deserted,
so there was no point in needlessly thrashing his mount. That persistent
bastard Wakefield would doubtless come after him, but it would take him a while
to get his possibles together. All the track boss had to do, for that was still
his official title, was reach the graders’ camp to gain sanctuary. There was no
telegraph link between the two sites, so if he told them that he was being
pursued by road agents or the like, the workmen would have no option other than
to protect him. But what to do then?


He couldn’t remain in the camp for long, because word was
bound to circulate as to the true state of affairs. No, he would have to wait
until dark and then make a break for it. Keep heading west. Far west! Oregon or
possibly California was the place for an enterprising man like him. The
gold-rush boom days may have petered out for private individuals without
capital, but there would be plenty of other opportunities.


 


‘It’ll make life a lot easier if this bastard just bleeds to
death,’ remarked Bill as they trotted along by the side of the graded earth.
‘At least we don’t need a half-breed tracker to follow up this trail. Even you
could manage it,’ he joshed lightly.


‘I need him alive,’ Joe responded with deadly seriousness.
‘I want to drag him before General Dodge in Chicago, to answer for his bad
deeds. There’s been a lot of bloodshed recently and I need to justify it. God
knows, it’s hard to live with. I thought the country was supposed to be at
peace now.’


Even the normally irrepressible Bill Hickok was affected by
his companion’s dark and intense mood, so for the remainder of the journey the
two men contented themselves with silent scrutiny of the terrain. The sun was
reaching its zenith by the time they sighted the track- graders’ camp. With the
exception of survey parties, this was the most western point to have been
reached by the Union Pacific Railroad.


With the only trees being cottonwoods located to the south
by the Platte River, there was no cover of any kind available. Careful study
through his spyglass showed Joe that they were expected. Many of the large
workforce had downed tools and had rifles at the ready. Under those
circumstances, there was no possibility of a quick surprise rush such as was
favoured by the Sioux. And yet such grave odds entirely failed to daunt Bill
Hickok.


‘I’m going to see if those sons of bitches are awake out
there,’ he announced with gusto.


Joe knew that there was little point in trying to stop him,
but he did have one deadly serious instruction. ‘No killings! That’s all I ask.
Those men are under Cartwright’s orders because they don’t know any different.’


‘Yeehah!’ hollered Bill by way of acknowledgement. With
that, he dug his heels into his horse’s flanks and they were away. Man and
beast charged towards the encampment. It was almost as though the animal sensed
his rider’s excitement. The thundering hoofs seem to match the beat of his pounding
heart. As the distance narrowed, Bill began to weave his mount from side to
side with consummate skill, whilst at the same time carefully scrutinizing the
graders’ dispositions.


‘Goddamn,’ he thought. ‘There’s nothing finer than to be in
action!’


It was then that the first shots rang out. They immediately
had a sobering effect. Seeing the muzzle flashes with frightening clarity, he
abruptly decided that there was nothing else to gain from his suicidal charge.
The rifled musket was fearfully accurate and with so many former soldiers
drawing a bead on him, someone was bound to get lucky. Tugging on the reins, he
urged his horse into a tight turn and an urgent retreat. In a final flamboyant
gesture, he removed his wide-brimmed hat and gave the camp’s occupants a
grandiose wave.


 


‘Are you happy now?’ queried Joe acidly.


Bill dropped down from his mount and eyed him belligerently.
‘You’re all shit and no sugar, Wakefield! Back off before I decide I don’t like
you any more. We knew they were out there and ready for us, but I wasn’t just
joy- riding. I actually saw Cartwright. His horse is ground-tethered at the
west end of the camp. My guess is that come nightfall, he’s going to hightail
it out of there and try to put some distance between him and trouble. So you
and me will have to be ready for him.’ He paused briefly before adding, ‘Are
you backed up yet?’


‘Some,’ allowed Joe. Then he managed the ghost of a smile.
‘Yeah, yeah. So you did good. Just try not to take a bullet tonight. I’ve
already lost one good friend on this trip.’ Which was as close as someone like
Josiah Wakefield ever got to demonstrating his affection for another man.


 


The passage of time always seems to drag when men are
waiting on a significant event. As though providing confirmation of this maddening
fact, it took an age for the sun to go down. Until then, because of a lack of
natural cover, the two railroad detectives had to endure the broiling prairie
heat. The experience was only made tolerable by their using the capes as
sunshades and drinking plenty of water. They deliberately kept in sight of the
encampment and half-expected a sortie of armed track-graders. That one never
took place was possibly another benefit of Bill’s earlier display.


Finally the great red orb slid below the horizon and the
time had come to make a move. Gratefully mounting up, they carefully made their
way around the camp so that they were now facing it from the west. The wind
blew the sound of voices towards them, but no lights were visible. For that
night at least, it was a cold camp. If Cartwright intended slipping out under
cover of darkness, then he would have to come through them. And, since only a
fool would travel at speed in the gloom, it was likely that he would walk out
leading his mount.


The two men ground-tethered their horses well to the rear
and then selected separate positions about ten yards apart. They lay down and
readied their weapons. Both men knew their business. Any firefight would be at
close range and quite possibly messy and confused. Because of the time of year,
it would never get truly dark, so the waiting men had the advantage. Joe’s
worst fear was that the colonel would recruit innocent workmen to accompany
him.


With only one hand fit for service, Joe had again picked the
LeMat. A shotgun blast to the legs would likely injure rather than kill their
prey and did not require pinpoint accuracy. At least, that’s how he viewed
matters until he heard the sound of approaching footsteps. ‘Goddamn it to
hell,’ he muttered. There were suddenly three of them visible in the gloom; the
cunning devil had indeed picked two men of similar build to accompany him.


 


‘Oh shit,’ was Bill’s reaction. He would have readily shot
all three of them, but the choice was not his and so he held his fire. He noted
that only one man led a horse, but that bastard Cartwright could easily have
delegated that task.


 


Joe was in an agony of indecision. Fate had decreed that the
men would pass by his position first. If he didn’t act soon, they would be upon
him. ‘Stand fast and drop your weapons,’ he commanded. ‘We have you covered.’
With only the wind for company, his words sounded loud and bold.


He had expected confusion and maybe a little wild shooting,
but it was not to be. The colonel had also picked men who knew how to soldier, because
the three men abruptly dropped to the ground and lay quite still and silent.
The two sides were apparently at a stand-off, but there was one thing that Joe
could shoot at. Taking the LeMat in his left hand, he drew his Colt, cocked it
inside his jacket and regretfully drew a bead on Cartwright’s horse. Even in
the dim light its bulk was visible. If nothing else, he could at least leave
the son of a bitch afoot.


Closing both eyes, so as to retain his night vision, he
squeezed the trigger. As the revolver crashed out, Joe rolled rapidly to his
left. He knocked his left hand on the ground and winced with pain. From before
him a rifle discharged and a Minié Ball kicked up earth in the exact spot that
he had just left. At the same time, the horse screamed in pain and collapsed on
to the ground. There it lay whinnying in agony as its lifeblood drained away
into the earth. Joe hardened his heart to the beast’s pitiful cries and peered
into the darkness for any sign of movement. He had no doubt that the marksman
had already shifted position.


Then, out of his peripheral vision, he spotted a single
shape travelling rapidly to his left. That could only have been Cartwright. Joe
desperately wanted to call out a warning to his companion, but knew that it
would only forewarn the furtive figure. Instead, trusting to Bill’s abilities,
he decided that it was time to reel in the other two men. It would involve
great risk, but his blood was well and truly up.


Clutching the heavy LeMat, he carefully lowered the hammer
on to the percussion cap behind the shotgun barrel. Drawing in a deep breath,
he drew his right arm back and hurled the revolver towards where he thought the
two graders were skulking. He leapt to his feet while it was still in the air
and pounded towards their position. If the cap failed to detonate, then all was
very likely lost.


The gun crashed out before he had even covered two paces and
the resulting muzzle flash proved the worth of his bold gamble. A few yards
away, two workmen with rifles lay on the ground. Caught completely unawares by
the sudden shotgun blast, they were turning to face the new threat as Joe came
up behind them. Looming over them in the murk, he cocked his Colt.


‘Drop those irons, boys,’ he grimly commanded. ‘You’ve had
your chance.’


 


Bill Hickok felt rather than saw the shape approach his
position. He possessed a sixth sense for trouble and as usual it served him
well. As the figure crept closer through the gloom, Cartwright’s stocky
physique became discern-ible. Lying flat on the ground, Bill had both his Navy
Sixes cocked and ready. He had sensibly ignored the earlier shots, realizing
that the only thing in pain was a dumb animal. And now his chance had arrived.
His inclination was to gun down the cockchafer without any warning whatsoever,
but Joe’s earnest request to take him alive surfaced in his mind.


‘Goddamn it to hell,’ he mused. ‘Why do I have to work for a
man with a conscience?’ Then in a loud voice he barked out, ‘Freeze!’


As the other man did just that, Bill got to his feet and
moved in closer. It indeed proved to be the ruthless and corrupt Colonel
Cartwright. Even in the poor light, the bloody lacerations from the earlier
confrontation were plainly visible above the line of his facial hair. He held
his Colt Army close to his chest and appeared to be contemplating its use.


‘I’d just as soon kill you now,’ continued Bill
conversationally. ‘But then we’d have to tote you back to camp and you’re no
lightweight. So what say you place that piece on the ground, otherwise I’ll just
have to give you a very painful flesh wound.’


The track boss stared at him long and hard before emitting a
big sigh. ‘I don’t know who the hell you are, saddle-tramp, but you’ll pay for
this!’


It was at that moment that the LeMat hit the ground and the
sixteen-gauge smooth-bore detonated. The loud report and sudden flash of light
in the night sky caught Bill’s attention for a mere second, but it was enough.
Cartwright took his chance and squeezed off a shot. Without the time to take
proper aim, he had just pointed at his opponent’s torso and luck did the rest.
The ball struck Bill in his left side. At such close range the momentum
combined with shock was sufficient to knock him sideways and then on to his
knees.


Cartwright’s inclination was to finish him off, but two
things deflected him from that end. The muzzle flash had temporarily robbed him
of his sight and then there was another gunshot from off to his left. He was by
no means a timid man, but the opportunity to flee into the dark presented
itself and he took it. Stumbling away from his victim, he strained to see what
lay ahead. It was then that he had another stroke of luck. There before him
stood a ground-tethered horse, conveniently saddled and ready to go.


Yanking the picket pin from the ground, the colonel heaved
himself aboard and took off into the night. If he had taken the time to look
about him, he would have spotted a second animal. By stealing that, he could
have effectively ended any immediate pursuit, but it was not to be.


 


Joe had moved in closer to his prisoners to check them for
weapons. As the gunshot sounded out from off to his left, he winced and
instinctively glanced that way. One of the two men before him took his chance,
grabbed a rifle and attempted to swing it up. Cursing the man’s foolishness,
Joe instinctively kicked out to deflect the muzzle and then took concerted aim
at his opponent’s shoulder. The railroad detective was fully aware that the
grader was innocently acting for the best and that any wound would effectively
render him unemployable, but he couldn’t afford to be overwhelmed by the two
men.


As the hammer struck the copper cap, he again momentarily
closed his eyes. A piercing scream tore through the night as the heavy ball
smashed into his victim’s shoulder. Having retained his night vision, Joe
cocked his revolver and swung it over to cover the other man. It proved to be
unnecessary. That individual’s eyes were suddenly wide as saucers and all
resistance was at an end.


Joe was not yet in the mood for appeasement. The whereabouts
and condition of his companion was unknown. ‘Get him on his feet,’ he commanded
harshly.


To the accompaniment of much wailing, the uninjured man
complained bitterly, ‘But he’s hurting bad, mister. He needs a sawbones.’


‘And he can have one, but not yet,’ was Joe’s unyielding
response. ‘Now get him up or I’ll put a ball in you as well!’


Together the three men made their way slowly over to Bill’s
position, with Joe carefully using his two captives as a shield. They found him
all alone, on his knees and obviously in great pain, but he was still able to
unleash a tirade on his employer.


‘That bastard done broke my short rib. I could have shot him
from cover, but you just had to have him alive, didn’t you? Well, you get on
after him, Joe Wakefield, or I’ll be coming after you!’


With that, he pitched forward and lay still.










Chapter
Fifteen


 


The new day found Josiah Wakefield out on the sun-baked
plains. For the first time since embarking on his ill-founded mission, he was
totally alone. He had eventually managed to snatch a couple of hours’ sleep,
that being all that remained of the night after all the comings and goings and
fraught explanations. The camp had been roused to fever pitch by the shooting
and the workforce did not take kindly to the wounding of one of their own. It
had taken all of Joe’s persuasive talents to convince their leader that his own
version of events was true. It was the inescapable logic surrounding
Cartwright’s perverse escape route that had finally swung the argument his way.
Why on earth would a member of the Union Pacific hierarchy flee to safety away
from civilization, unless he knew that he was likely to be arrested on sight?


Thankfully, Bill Hickok seemed likely to survive, unless the
dreaded greenrod took hold of him. His torso, having been liberally cleansed
with whiskey, had been tightly bound and he was asleep under canvas. Cartwright
had absconded on Joe’s horse on which, amongst other things, was a Sharps
rifle. That fact alone boded ill for the pursuit that Joe now intended. It
appeared that he was to finally discover the merits of Dan’s new Winchester
repeating rifle.


So it was that the lone and somewhat worn-out railroad
detective made his way westward across the interminable plains. He was of the
opinion that his quarry would most likely travel parallel to the Platte River.
The summer heat was intense and rainfall unpredictable. Any white man had to
stay close to a source of water. That was probably Cartwright’s only weakness
and Joe would have to trade on it.


 


The miles passed without producing any sign of life. Joe
constantly scanned the horizon with the spyglass from Bill’s saddle-bags, but
even that benefit was cancelled out by the fact that Cartwright would have
undoubtedly found its twin in the purloined bags on his own mount. And all the
time, he was thinking on just what would happen when he eventually overhauled
his prey. He desperately wanted him alive, and yet that desire alone was
responsible for Bill taking a ball in his ribs. Any wound, however minor, could
become deadly if infection took hold. That fact was responsible for a depth of
concern that gnawed on him more than he would have cared to admit.


The sun arced across the sky as Joe continued his solitary
journey. Not one single human being crossed his path, which suited him well
enough as he knew that he might easily have more than just Cartwright to
contend with. The coming of the railroad had stirred up the always-belligerent
Sioux Indians. They, not unreasonably, considered that the Iron Horse would scare
away the buffalo and bring more white settlers into their homeland. Union
Pacific surveyors had been put to flight on more than one occasion recently,
which was one reason why the workforce always travelled with its war-issue
rifles.


The close of the day brought him into the small and seedy
settlement of Kearney. Its residents mainly consisted of speculators motivated
solely by greed, who were counting the days to the arrival of the railroad. His
careful inquiry in the town’s single saloon revealed that a heavily bearded and
remarkably bloodstained individual had indeed passed through earlier that day.
It appeared that Joe was closing the distance between them and that was enough
for him. Turning his back on any of the dubious attractions available in
Kearney, he moved on into the dusk until he was well out of sight and then
settled down to a cold camp. Well aware of the Indian habit of running off
unguarded horseflesh, he slept with the reins wrapped around his good hand.


 


As the first hint of dawn arrived, he breakfasted on beef
jerky and water. Then, after checking his weapons and defecating, the manhunter
saddled up and continued westward. The new day bore all the hallmarks of the
previous one, yet some sixth sense told him that this one would be markedly
different.


 


 The sun had reached its zenith and Joe was considering
reining in for a brief rest stop when suddenly he heard it. A distant gunshot,
followed by another and another, came from the direction in which he was
headed. His brain told him that it could be buffalo hunters, but his gut told
him different. Reaching for his draw-tube spyglass, he scrutinized the open
ground ahead. What he saw made him blink rapidly, as though not quite believing
his own eyes.


The man that he so desperately sought was galloping hell for
leather directly towards him. Cartwright appeared to be injured and kept
snatching glances behind him. It was obvious that he now had more than just
Josiah Wakefield on his mind. Then Joe saw the reason for the man’s frantic
flight. Coming on after him at a tremendous pace was a large band of Lakota
Sioux. They were painted for war and smelling blood. Which meant that it wasn’t
just the colonel alone who was suddenly in deadly peril.


Joe heaved the Winchester out of its scabbard and rapidly
considered his choices. Running just wasn’t an option, as both horse and rider
were well used. Besides, if he did attempt it, the erstwhile track boss would
be lost to him forever. The only chance for both of them was for Joe to stand
and fight. There was no cover worth a damn, so regrettably he would have to
create some.


After taking a final glance through his spyglass, he
dismounted and removed both his saddle-bags and saddle. Resting his rifle on
the seat, he replaced it with the Colt Army. A knife twisted in the pit of his
gut as he drew back the hammer. Somehow the killing of a helpless creature
seemed far worse than taking a human life. Sadly, he placed the muzzle gently
up against the soft flesh behind his horse’s left eye.


‘Christ, why’s it come to this?’ he muttered wretchedly.


Hardening his heart, Joe turned away and squeezed the
trigger. With a roar the weapon discharged. Warm blood spattered on the side of
his face and the outcome was instantaneous. The animal’s legs buckled and it
collapsed heavily to the ground. As the mixed smells of burning flesh and
sulphur assailed his nostrils, he was now faced with a grim reality. If he
happened to survive the coming encounter, he would likely have to walk back to
civilization.


The cause of all his troubles was fast approaching, as were
that individual’s pursuers, who had noticeably gained on him. Cartwright had
obviously spotted his possible saviour, because he was frantically urging his
mount to greater efforts. From behind him came the sounds of hellish screams,
as the half-naked Lakota redoubled their efforts to catch the wounded white
man.


There was no time to reload the empty chamber in the Colt.
Not that it mattered. If he couldn’t stand off the advancing warriors with his
remaining substantial firepower, then all was lost anyway. Joe heaved his
saddle on to the deceased animal and then grabbed the Winchester. He levered a
round into the firing chamber and stood ready.


With a tremendous thunder of hoofs, Cartwright was suddenly
upon him. He brutally reined in his horse and then, as it juddered to a halt,
literally fell from the saddle. Joe had a stark choice of either grabbing the
horse’s reins or his Sharps rifle from its scabbard. Since he couldn’t both
fight and stop the animal being run off, he chose the weapon. Released from its
rider’s demands, the terrified horse fled off to the east at a great rate. It
was only then that Joe saw the feathered arrow jutting from Cartwright’s broad
back. It had penetrated deep. The surrounding coat was soaked with blood.


Despite his fearful injury, the railroad boss could still
talk. ‘You just don’t know when to quit, do you, Wakefield?’


‘Shut up and shoot,’ snarled Joe as he dropped down next to
him. The Sioux were coming full chisel, confident of their overwhelming
numbers. Their hideously painted features emphasized a primitive savagery that
was totally new to the two beleaguered white men. Even taking into account his
war service, Joe had never been confronted with anything like this. His hands
began to tremble and he knew that he was in real danger of losing his nerve.


‘Come on, you bastards,’ he screamed out, desperately trying
to steady himself. As usual the onset of action was the best antidote to
stretched nerves. Sighting down the twenty-four-inch barrel, Joe aimed at the
lead animal and fired off the first shot. The .44-calibre bullet struck flesh
and blood and brought down both horse and rider. Levering in another copper
rimfire cartridge, he sought out the next target. Confronted with a whole line
of riders, there was no shortage. Again and again his rifle crashed out,
accompanied by Cartwright’s Colt. God, but the lever action was just so smooth!


The Indians were so taken aback by the unremitting stream of
lead coming at them that they failed to unleash any arrows. They had expected
to swiftly overrun the two white men on their first rush, yet instead they had
taken casualties. Three of their valuable horse herd were dead; one warrior had
a broken neck and the rest were hightailing it out of range. Against all
expectations, Joe had just survived his first encounter with the plains
Indians.


Watching them gallop away, he suddenly remembered his
reluctant ally. Glancing to his left, his heart jumped with shock at what he
saw. Cartwright had slumped to the ground. The Colt had slipped from his
fingers. His eyes met Joe’s searching gaze.


‘Sons of bitches have done for me, Wakefield,’ he muttered
weakly. ‘How’d it all come to this?’


‘You brought it all on yourself, you damn fool,’ returned Joe
coldly. ‘Your greed has cost the lives of many a good man.’


Nevertheless, once he had reloaded the Winchester, he
crouched beside the injured man to see what could be done. Drawing his knife,
he cut away the material around the livid wound. It was indeed a fearsome
sight.


‘The arrow is barbed,’ he commented flatly. ‘If I was to
pull it out, I’d like as not tear you apart. It’ll need cutting out carefully
by a sawbones, after he’s dosed you with laudanum.’


Their eyes locked. Both men knew where this was heading.
Without a horse between them and a Sioux war party about to come down their
throats, Cartwright’s prospects were grim.


‘Best I can do for now is to break the shaft off,’ Joe
continued. ‘It’s going to hurt some.’


‘Well, get to it, then,’ the other man responded gamely.
‘Dare say you’ll enjoy it.’


Ignoring that, Joe took a two-handed grip on the arrow shaft
and snapped it at his first attempt. Blood continued to weep from the wound as
Cartwright gave out a howl of agony. That sound was suddenly duplicated many
times over, as the Sioux warriors prepared themselves for another charge.


Joe had intended to bandage the wound in an attempt to
staunch the flow of blood, but there was just no time. Lying down behind his
dead horse, he placed his two revolvers on the ground beside him. With
Cartwright effectively out of the fight, their survival now rested solely on
him. It came to mind that things were going to get very lively. If the Sioux
now knew what they were up against and were still prepared to make another
rush, then they obviously had murder on their minds. Yet the trembling that had
afflicted him earlier was now completely absent. He pulled the butt of the
repeating rifle tightly into his shoulder and calmly waited.


The warriors gave out a tremendous collective howl and urged
their mounts forward. It never occurred to Joe to count them. There were more
than enough to go round and they were closing on him at a tremendous rate. He
held his fire until they were at the two-hundred-yard mark and then squeezed
off a shot. With the crashing detonation and the whiff of sulphur, a familiar
exhilaration took hold of him. As the first warrior fell from his dying animal,
Joe levered and fired with ruthless efficiency. He didn’t even notice the pain
in his injured left hand as it clutched the forestock. His whole being was
totally concentrated on working the Winchester. As a small pile of expended
cartridges grew next to him, the Sioux continued to fall.


And then, as the distance dropped to fifty yards, the rifle
was suddenly empty. There was no time to reload, so he simply dropped it to the
ground and drew his Colt Army. There were five chambers remaining against a
dozen or more mounted warriors. Drawing a careful bead, he dropped the hammer.
There was a comforting roar and another animal slewed sideways in agony. Four
chambers remained. Again, cock and fire. His deadly foes were so close now that
he was aiming up at the riders. Three chambers.


He suddenly realized with terrible certainty that he was not
going to stop the charge unless he threw everything at them. Taking the Colt in
his aching left hand, he grabbed Slattery’s big LeMat from his belt. Blind to
everything except the approaching Lakota, Joe cocked and fired the two
revolvers alternately. He was wreathed in smoke and almost deaf, but a primeval
ferocity seemed to be coursing through his body. When the hammer of the Colt
dry-fired, he screamed his defiance and hurled it at the nearest warrior.


Never had they faced an enemy like this. It was the nine
chambers in the LeMat that finally broke them. Two warriors on foot came at him
with short lances and he dropped them both. Even with a ball in his guts, one
of them clawed his way towards Joe until another projectile in the head
ultimately finished him.


As the remaining warriors turned and ran, one splendidly
muscled individual stood his ground. After falling from his dying horse, he had
retained only a hunting knife, but for him it was enough. Screaming out a
defiant challenge, the massive warrior spat into the dirt to show his contempt
for the solitary white man. With steely determination, Joe cocked and fired.


The dull click horrified him. It signified either a misfire
or an empty cylinder. The Indian recognized his appalling dilemma and with a
guttural snarl, launched himself forward. Frantically the white man cocked the
hammer again and adjusted the lever. As the lethal blade reached out towards
him, he raised the revolver and squeezed the trigger.


The sixteen-gauge shotgun charge erupted from the lower
barrel and struck the warrior square in the chest. The force of it stopped him
in his tracks. As the sulphurous smoke cleared, Joe watched the brave man drop
to his knees, his bare torso drenched in blood. Then, dropping the weapon like
a hot coal, Joe reached for the Winchester and began to cram rimfires through
the loading gate.


The surviving Indians were fleeing, some doubled up, others
on foot. With a full magazine once again, he began to fire at them, mainly to
keep the pressure on. Instinctively, he felt it unlikely that they would return
after such slaughter. But yet, once they were out of effective rifle range the
remaining warriors halted and commenced to gesticulate in his direction.


Shaking his head in disbelief, Joe turned to check on
Cartwright’s condition. The man was slumped on the ground. A trickle of blood
ran from one corner of his mouth into his beard. The once steely eyes were now
lifeless. The former track boss was quite dead.


‘Sweet Jesus,’ snarled Joe. ‘All this killing and for what?’


And it still wasn’t over! The surviving Indians were milling
about in great confusion, but showed no sign of actually leaving. Joe was
ill-prepared to withstand a prolonged siege. Something extra was needed to tip
the balance in his favour. Something like a display of supreme marksmanship
that the Sioux could never hope to emulate.


Reaching for his Sharps rifle, he raised the ladder sight
and made the necessary adjustments. As ever, windage and elevation were the
important factors in long-range shooting. Finally satisfied, he fully cocked
the hammer and lined up on the most docile of the distant targets. Breathing
deeply and deliberately, he took his time. One shot was likely all that he
would need. He squeezed the first trigger.


Exhaling steadily, he suddenly held it and fired. The
resulting wail of anger and despondency arising from the far-off group of
Lakota testified to his accuracy. One of their number lay twitching on the
ground, whilst blood pumped from the gaping wound in his chest.


Mounted or on foot, they collectively turned away. Without
once looking back, the defeated and despondent warriors trudged off across the
prairie. The lone white man’s medicine had finally proven to be too much for
them.










Chapter
Sixteen


 


Major General Grenville Mellen Dodge peered across his vast
desk at the travel-stained young frontiersman seated before him. The tale that
he had just listened to had both stunned and amazed him, yet for a variety of
reasons the veracity of it could not be denied. Contemplatively stroking his
full beard, he fixed his piercing gaze on the Union Pacific’s so-called
railroad detective and attempted to clarify what he had just heard.


‘So this Marshal Pritchett admitted before witnesses that
Cartwright was a party to this foul plot, but you didn’t get the names of any
others involved.’


‘That’s correct, General,’ Joe responded quickly. ‘Mike
Shaughnessey was there. He heard it, but Cartwright made a break for it before
we could get him to talk. The US Marshal has hold of Deke Pritchett, but we’re
a mite short of witnesses, so I guess it’s up to you what happens next.’


Dodge nodded pensively. ‘That comes with the job,’ he
remarked, before turning away to stare silently out of the window. His office
had a commanding view over the windswept waters of Lake Michigan. The size of
it was commensurate with his title of chief engineer.


As the period of silence lengthened, Joe’s thoughts drifted
back over the previous few days. After the departure of the remaining Sioux, he
had reloaded all his weapons, emptied Cartwright’s pockets of specie, watch and
personal effects and then trudged off towards the east. He left behind him the
body of his enemy, to bloat and rot in the sun, and the saddle for whoever was
fortunate enough to discover it.


Luck turned out to be on his side. Cartwright’s horse had
bolted out of danger, but soon tired of aimless motion. Joe discovered it
drinking its fill from the Platte River and gratefully climbed aboard. From
then on events had taken their course at whirlwind speed. Or at least, so it seemed
to a simple soldier and hunter. Bypassing Kearney, he again slept under the
stars and the following day found him back at the graders’ camp anxious for
news of Bill Hickok. That man proved to be weak, but very much alive and on the
mend.


‘It don’t look like it wants to infect,’ was all he would
say about his wound. Lying on a makeshift cot, he had then beamed up at Joe.
‘Looks like you did good, Wakefield. Real good. You kept your scalp and left
that son of a bitch for the buzzards.’


After a night’s rest, Joe was off again back to the
railhead. He wanted to make sure that Deke Pritchett was still in custody. That
proved to be so, but what he also discovered was a telegraph message from
General Dodge demanding his immediate presence in Chicago. Shaughnessey had
reported all that he knew and the chief engineer was eager for the rest.


There then followed many hours of travel, first on a
returning supply train and then as a passenger on the Chicago, Rock Island and
Pacific Railroad. He had had no idea of the reception that would await him.
There had been a great many deaths, not all of them easy to justify; and also
of course there was the destruction of the engine sheds in Omaha.


Dodge cleared his throat and Joe abruptly snapped out of his
reverie. The chief engineer was regarding him solemnly, apparently about to
pass judgement.


‘Thomas Cartwright’s death was a tragic turn, but all things
considered, it was probably for the best. It would do the Union Pacific’s
reputation great harm if his role in this sorry business came out. The fact
that he should be slain by those most likely to benefit from his sabotage of
the railroad does, I think, possess a certain poetic justice. Marshal
Pritchett’s silence will be assured by the lack of charges to be pressed against
him. Should word of it ever come out, he will be the first to suffer.’


Joe caught his breath in shock and anger and only with
difficulty remained silent. He had no understanding of what ‘poetic justice’
meant, but the idea that Pritchett should get off with only a flesh wound stuck
in his gullet.


Affecting not to notice, the chief engineer continued. ‘Mike
Shaughnessey’s promotion to track boss should ensure his co-operation. As for
your part in all this, well, you appear to have displayed great tenacity and
resolve. I think that a sizeable cash bounty is in order. It is only a shame
that we cannot restore to you the digit that you are now sadly missing.’


Joe instinctively glanced down at his bandaged hand before
posing a question. ‘And what of the men behind this conspiracy? What will
happen to them?’


The response to that was disappointing but unsurprising. ‘As
is often the way with men of influence, they will get away free and clear. But
what about you? What do you wish to do, now that you no longer have a job?’


‘I have a friend to see to, back out West, and then I
thought I’d find out if the railroad could use another hunter. You’ve got a big
workforce and I could do with a quieter life.’


The railroad boss’s features creased into a broad smile and
he actually laughed out loud. ‘I’m sure if you were to apply to the new track
boss, he might could look upon your request favourably. After all, he’s got you
to thank for creating the vacancy!’


And with that, the interview was over.
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Chapter
One


 


Senator Augustus J. Breckenridge was one of two men elected
to the US Senate by the good people of Minnesota. He had achieved such eminence
by dint of his undistinguished but greatly exaggerated war service with the
Union forces. He was a blowhard and a braggart, with an inflated opinion of his
own worth. His strong views against the defeated South had inevitably brought
him to the attention of those who sought retribution upon the victorious North
and were about to bring about the senator’s death.


The lean, compactly built individual strode through the
grand entrance of the State Capitol building in St Paul and moved purposefully
towards the magnificent staircase. There was something about his physique and
the determined set to his features that drew more than one second glance, but
nobody would have considered demanding to know his business. Although quite
obviously a man of the West, the stranger carried no visible weapons and his
sombre dark suit was clearly expensive and well brushed. As he mounted the
stairs two at a time, his piercing eyes searched for anyone or anything that
could possibly pose a threat.


Reaching the first floor, he paused momentarily as though
getting his bearings. He knew exactly where he was going, but took the time to
check his ‘back trail’. Satisfied that all was well, he advanced on a set of
imposing double doors. Amazingly there was not even a secretary of any kind on
hand to enquire as to his presence there. The knife scabbard nestled
comfortingly in the small of his back as he reached out to the highly polished
wooden door handle.


It was immediately obvious that Gus Breckenridge was not
expecting visitors. As his killer entered the vast room, the senator was poised
in front of a mirror. He had just inserted a small pair of scissors into his
left nostril, with a view to trimming the unruly hairs that sprouted there. At
the sight of a total stranger in his midst, his naturally short temper flared up.


‘Who the devil are you? Get the hell out of here before I
have you thrown out.’


The unwelcome visitor merely favoured him with a mirthless
smile and closed the door. Then, suddenly moving at great speed, he advanced
across the room towards its outraged occupant. That anger abruptly turned to
fear as recognition dawned on the politician that here was not just some local
come to lobby a state official. The interloper possessed a lean muscularity and
menacing demeanour that had Breckenridge reaching for his stout walking stick.


Even as his assailant’s hand grasped the knife under his
jacket, that man recognized the poetic justice that presented itself and
abruptly changed his mind. Instead, he bunched his fist and slammed it squarely
into his victim’s face. As blood gushed from his broken nose, Breckenridge
rocked back on his heels in shock, all thought of resistance forgotten. The
resolutely silent stranger ducked to the side and seized the heavily weighted
stick.


Violent assaults on members of Congress were not unheard of
and the choice of weapon appealed to his twisted sense of humour. Stepping
back, he swung the club at the disorientated senator with unerring accuracy.
The weighted handle smashed into the side of his skull with sickening force.
With a strangled cry, he fell heavily to the floor. The assassin peered down at
him with detached and professional interest as a pool of blood began to spread
across the polished wood.


‘One more to be certain,’ he decided.


Wielding the walking stick like an axe, he brought it down
on his defenceless victim’s forehead and grunted with satisfaction as
Breckenridge’s eyes flickered and closed for the last time. Taking care to keep
any blood away from his clothes, the deadly interloper casually tossed the
weapon on to the body and coolly walked away without a backward glance. He was
a full block away before the blood-soaked corpse was discovered. Law
enforcement methods in that year of 1872 allowed little chance of discovering
his identity.


 


Silas Beauregard peered intently at the rumpled telegram in
his grasp and slowly the makings of a smile spread over his embittered
features. The news on the paper was intentionally vague and, due to the
deliberately tortuous delivery route, over a day old. That didn’t detract from
the satisfaction of knowing that another Northern ‘butcher’ was dead.
Nevertheless, his hand shook slightly as he took up his pen and dipped it in
the inkpot. He wrote the following:


 


I take great pleasure in your news STOP I believe it is now
time for you to offer my kind regards to Governor Byron Taylforth of Iowa STOP
I have it on good authority that he is visiting Council Bluffs towards the end
of the month STOP That should give you time to prepare the necessary greeting
STOP


 


Barely had he finished writing before his mind began to
wander. The pen fell from his fingers and rolled across the highly polished
desk. As on so many occasions, the memories took over and the room around him
no longer seemed to exist. The passing of time had not lessened their frightening
power and clarity. The huge Georgia mansion reduced to smoking ashes. The
extensive fields untended and the valuable slaves scattered to the four winds.
Rows of bayonets atop blue uniforms seemed to stretch endlessly before him.


And then, as always, the lifeless body of his beloved wife
loomed large. Strangely, he had never been able to picture his only son’s
demise. Maybe because the possibilities were far too horrifying. He had never
believed the sanitized report that had reached him, and any death in the
trenches around Petersburg could only have been unspeakably grim.


It was the knowledge that General, and now President,
Ulysses S. Grant had overseen that bloody siege that provided the impetus for
the seed of an idea that was now growing within him. Grant’s desire for
re-election, coupled with his proposed journey on the amazing new
transcontinental railroad, might just provide someone with the opportunity to
avenge his son’s death in a most spectacular manner. After all, it wouldn’t be
the first time that a serving president of the United States had been
assassinated!


 


They say that you should always expect the unexpected, but
he had not anticipated encountering a guard.


‘Who might you be, sir? State your business.’


The man possessed a strong and authoritative voice. The hard
eyes and tied-down gun suggested that he knew his trade. When he did not get an
immediate response his hand settled firmly over the butt of the cap-and-ball
Remington at his side. It was a rugged, reliable solid-framed revolver, often
chosen by professionals. The stranger favoured him with a disarming smile and a
comforting drawl.


‘Careful with that firearm, mister. Me and the governor are
old friends. He’s always telling me how he likes to take in the early-morning
air, so I thought I’d just mosey on down here and join him.’


The slightest flicker of uncertainty registered with the
bodyguard and it was all the edge that the visitor needed. His Colt Navy
Sheriff nestled in a belly holster, which allowed for a fast draw even when its
owner was mounted. The weapon streaked out of the oiled gun leather with
practised ease, ensuring that the luckless gunhand never had a chance. The
piece discharged with dispassionate fury, sending a .36 calibre lead ball into
and then out of his unprotected skull. Blood and brain matter splashed on to
the earth as the now lifeless bodyguard toppled out of the saddle.


As a small cloud of sulphurous smoke blew off on the wind,
the stranger pulled away to approach the startled politician. Alarm and
disbelief registered on that individual’s features in equal proportions. His
sudden mood change seemed to infect his horse, because that animal began to
restlessly shift position so that its rider struggled to control it. The
menacing newcomer approached with his revolver cocked and levelled.


The Governor of Iowa had the silver hair and patrician
appearance of one well suited to high office. When visiting the town of Council
Bluffs on business, it was his custom to take an early-morning ride on the open
ground overlooking the Missouri River. Any pleasure that gave him was certainly
not evident now.


‘Why?’ he croaked dismally.


‘The best of all reasons, sir,’ replied his assassin.
‘Money!’


With that, his finger tightened on the trigger. It was at
that instant that the governor’s highly strung thoroughbred chose to twist
around towards the river. The stranger took a snap decision and lowered his
weapon. Taking careful aim, he fired instead at the animal’s left flank. The
ball gouged a bloody furrow through its soft flesh. With a scream of pain the
beast took off blindly towards the riverbank, instinctively trying to escape
the source of its suffering. In its demented state it took no account of the
fast-approaching watercourse and continued at full pelt. And all the while, its
luckless rider desperately struggled to rein it in.


Drawing a bead on the governor’s broad back, the shootist
waited patiently for him to reach the edge and then fired. The momentum threw
the mortally wounded man forward, but he was still in the saddle as both horse
and rider plunged into the wide Missouri. The originator of their demise
holstered his weapon with a satisfied sigh and urged his own mount carefully
over to the riverbank. The stricken politician had already disappeared under
the surface, leaving the floundering animal to its own devices.


‘I’ll bet he really loved that creature,’ the stranger
muttered. Movement on the other bank of the river caught his eye. Railroad
workers from Omaha’s engine sheds had witnessed the terrible ‘accident’ and
were hollering vague fragments of advice over to him. With a languid wave, that
man calmly turned away and headed back towards Council Bluffs. Nobody was on
hand to pursue the brutal killer and a hearty breakfast beckoned. Brett Dalton
rode back to town with the unhurried assurance of one who apparently had
nothing to fear from the law.










Chapter
Two


 


The two men could quite easily have been salesmen from back
East, bringing the latest manufactured marvels to the far-flung frontier. They
both wore sober frock-coats and carried carpetbags of a type being made
infamous in the South’s reconstruction. Their hands were clean and completely
lacking the calluses that marked out a manual worker. It could only be on much
closer inspection that anyone might question their occupation. There was a hard
set to their features that might easily have intimidated potential customers.
Their eyes were guarded and watchful, as with the hunter or hunted, which
suggested either involvement in law enforcement or criminal activities.


And then there were the weapons. It would be another year
before cartridge revolvers were generally available to the public and yet both
men carried versions of the Colt Army that no longer required to be
painstakingly reloaded from the front. In fact they were chambered to take the
same ammunition as that held in the tubular magazines of the Winchester
carbines deposited near their feet.


As the Rock Island Railroad carriage rattled and swayed
towards its destination, Jud Parker could no longer contain his curiosity.


‘Sweet Jesus, Thad. Are you going to tell me the real reason
for this trip? How can I back your play if I don’t know what we’re getting
into?’


Thaddeus McEvoy was the taller of the two, possessing a lean
muscularity and strength that had caught some men unawares. He viewed his
companion in speculative silence from under the brim of his hat. The two men
had known each other for years, yet it had always been an unequal partnership.
In railway parlance, McEvoy was the engineer whilst Parker was the oily rag.
There were nicer ways of putting it, but anyone observing the men for long
would have recognized the metaphor. And yet none of that altered the fact that
both men trusted each other with their lives, a situation that had been put to
the test on many occasions in the past.


Thad took a quick glance around the sparsely occupied open
carriage and decided that the time was probably right. They would reach Council
Bluffs before long and he was not at all sure what they would come up against.


‘Someone seems to be fighting the war all over again,’ he
stated flatly. He didn’t have to look at Jud to know that he had his full
attention. ‘Two senators and one state governor slain within a month. All from
Northern states and all of the expressed opinion that the South needs to bleed
some more.’


His companion was quick to suggest the obvious motive for
such crimes. ‘What about simple robbery? I haven’t met a politico yet who
didn’t have money.’


Thad offered him a wry smile that spoke volumes. ‘The most
recent attack involved our assassin somehow managing to persuade Governor Byron
Taylforth to gallop headlong into the Missouri River and then he shot him in
the back just to make certain. His body washed up on the far bank. If the local
law is to be believed, he had one privately minted California gold piece in his
pocket and a solid-silver fob watch. Of course, that might mean he actually had
a whole lot more on his person before the marshal finished with him, but it
still proves the point. Hell, even the dead bodyguard had cash money on him!’


Jud kept quiet. He sensed that there was more to come.


‘Then again,’ the other man continued, ‘as an isolated
incident, it could have involved revenge, or even a rival in love, but not with
all three of them. And then there’s the situation with the President.’


Jud felt his heartbeat increase. Ulysses Simpson Grant was a
Northern war hero and therefore hated by many in the South. But what could
these possibly related killings have to do with him?


‘The railways have changed everything,’ Thad remarked
obliquely, as though that single fact suddenly explained all. ‘There’s nothing
else like them in the world. California is now just six days’ travel away from
Washington. If Grant wants to get himself re-elected, he needs to reach out to
all the voters in this vast country. Since he is not likely to attract many in
the South, it makes a lot of sense for him to head west. At least that’s what
Attorney-General Williams told me before he sent us out here. Because it turns
out that the President’s going to be riding these very rails and passing
through the very place where his governor was murdered. Kind of gives you
pause, doesn’t it?’


Jud appeared to be mesmerized. A solid, reliable young man
from Pennsylvanian farming stock, he was not always too quick on the uptake,
but this time there was no mistaking the potential danger.


‘And I hear tell that even now Grant has only the one
bodyguard,’ he replied softly. ‘When he can be bothered to use him, that is.
Everybody says he doesn’t like fuss.’


Thad nodded glumly. ‘There’s more to it than that. It seems
that nobody learnt anything from Lincoln’s death. He died in part because the
one and only city constable ordered to watch his box at the theatre had drifted
across the street to drink in a bar! Grant often travels around Washington
without any kind of escort and nobody in government sees fit to comment on it.’


‘What about the army?’ his companion asked. ‘Surely he’ll be
guarded on such a journey?’


‘Oh yeah, General Sherman will detail some infantry for the
train, but they’ll just be there in case of Indian attacks and the like. They
wouldn’t expect an assault by white men.’


Jud was suddenly wide-eyed. ‘So Mr Williams really thinks
that there’s a full-scale plot against the President?’


As though punctuating that question, the engine emitted a
shrill whistle by way of announcing their arrival at Council Bluffs.


‘That’s what we’re here to find out.’


 


Jared Barclay grimaced with pain as he eased his big frame
into the swivel-chair. A small piece of shell fragment had ripped into his left
buttock at Gettysburg and then had defied all the clumsy efforts of the
battlefield surgeon to remove it. After enduring long moments of searing agony,
Barclay had finally prodded the man with his bayonet and told him to desist.
Since that time, there hadn’t been a day that passed without the iron shrapnel
reminding him of his presence at that bloodbath. The constant discomfort
encouraged his feeling that the country somehow owed him a living, in any way
that he chose to take it.


The discharged soldier’s arrival at Council Bluffs had been
mostly a matter of chance, influenced by the fact of its being on both a major
steamboat and railroad route. Conveniently, his war service had easily enabled
him to obtain employment as a lawman. As the duly appointed town marshal and
completely lacking in any morals, Barclay had soon discovered more ways to make
money than he could ever have imagined. So long as he locked up the drunks and
broke up the occasional brawl, the city fathers left him to it. He was soon
taking a percentage from nearly every commercial operation in Council Bluffs,
as well as turning a blind eye to various dishonest activities. Yet one
particularly ill-conceived chicken was about to come home to roost.


 


The jailhouse door opened and two young men strode in as
though they owned the place. The marshal scrutinized them with practised eyes
and didn’t like what he saw. Where were his damned deputies when he needed
them?


‘If you’re hunting celestials, you’re in the wrong place,’
he remarked coldly.


Thad fully understood the sarcastic reference to the Chinese
tracklayers once employed by the Central Pacific Railroad and therefore his
response was equally frosty.


‘We don’t work for any railroad, Marshal Barclay, and we’re
certainly not on the wrong side of the continent. In fact, I think we are
exactly where we need to be.’


A dark frown appeared on the marshal’s features. The
newcomers knew his name. There could be any number of reasons for that, but
none of them boded well.


‘You fellows have got the advantage of me,’ he observed. ‘I
don’t like that. And those are some pretty fancy irons you’re packing there. If
you’re figuring on sticking around, you’d best hand them over before we talk
some more. I run a peaceful town here.’


The two men made no move to hand over anything. Thad fixed
his steely gaze on the beefy lawman. ‘Why aren’t you out chasing Governor
Taylforth’s murderer?’ he snarled. ‘That’s what you do, isn’t it? When someone
gets shot dead within your jurisdiction? Form a posse?’


Ignoring the sudden spasm in his buttock, Jared Barclay
leapt to his feet. The swivel-chair toppled noisily over as he placed a large,
meaty hand on the butt of his revolver.


‘Just who the hell are you sons of bitches?’


Thad favoured the marshal with a bleak smile, before slowly
moving his hand towards an inner pocket of his jacket. ‘I’m going to reach in
for a wallet, so there’s no cause to draw that pistola, savvy?’


Without ever taking his eyes from the lawman, he carefully
extracted a thick leather holder. Opening it, he drew out an oilskin packet and
then folded the wallet back on itself. With an almost dismissive gesture, he
tossed it on to Barclay’s desk. By divine coincidence a shaft of sunlight just
happened to catch the highly polished brass shield and so highlighted the bold
lettering surrounding the screaming eagle. US DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE.


The town marshal’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets
as he took in the badge of office. His face was suddenly coated in a sheen of sweat
that bore no relation to the temperature in the jailhouse. Apparently his two
visitors worked for the newest and most senior law-enforcement agency in the
country. They were directly answerable to the attorney-general and from what he
had heard they could do pretty much what they damn well chose.


‘Empty your pockets.’ Thad’s peremptory demand seemed to
leave no room for discussion and caused Barclay’s heart to miss a beat.
Nevertheless, he didn’t intend to buckle without a fight.


‘The hell I will,’ he replied heatedly. ‘This is my town.
What gives you the right to barge into my office and tell me what to do?’ That
question was barely out of his mouth before he regretted it.


Thad sighed impatiently. Opening the oilskin, he took out a
folded sheet of paper.


‘This document is signed by the Attorney-General of the
United States of America and authorizes the owner of it to use any means
necessary to uphold the law. In other words, I can demand assistance from the
army and navy, requisition any train and utilize any telegraph network. I can
also call on any lawman for help and remove him from office if I think fit. So
I’ll tell you again. Empty your pockets.’


Jared Barclay seemed to deflate before their eyes. Yet the
visible aggression had now been replaced by something that they couldn’t see. A
meanness of spirit had always existed within him, but now a bitter
vindictiveness was building up inside him. Any unpleasantness that occurred was
only going to add to that and he certainly couldn’t have imagined how bad
things might get. With great reluctance he began to tip the contents of his
pockets on to the desk. A kerchief, various keys and some small coins arrived
first. Then came the objects that Thad had really been waiting for. Three
privately minted Californian gold pieces dropped heavily from Barclay’s
clutches.


‘Well, well,’ muttered the federal officer as he scooped up
the elaborate coinage. ‘Seems like you’ve been indulging in a little private
enterprise. We’ll pass these on to the grieving widow.’


Without warning, his left hand abruptly streaked across the
desk and grabbed the marshal’s badge. Yanking hard, he took possession of both
that and a sizeable chunk of linen.


‘You should have stolen everything or nothing,’ he snarled.
‘Leaving a little something on the governor’s body only made it easier for us
and in turn made you an accessory to murder.’


At that moment the jailhouse door burst open and two young
men displaying identical badges to that of their boss arrived. They were young
and aggressive and their sharp eyes took in the damage to Barclay’s shirt.
Without even enquiring as to the reason, one of the deputies reached for his
sidearm. Assuming that he was merely dealing with a troublesome trail hand, he
grabbed it by the barrel to use as a club. It was that that saved his life. Jud
levelled his Winchester and rammed its muzzle into the man’s belly with
tremendous force. With a howl of agony the unfortunate lawman doubled over and
dropped to his knees on the floor. Before his startled companion could clear
leather, he found himself staring into the gaping muzzle of Thad’s Colt Army.


‘Tell them who we are, Marshal,’ he commanded. ‘And
remember, you’re in enough trouble already!’


‘Rein in, boys. Turns out these two gentlemen are federal
officers.’ There was a note of weary resignation in Barclay’s voice. His whole
world had just turned upside down. As the threat of further violence receded he
asked, ‘So what happens now? I certainly didn’t kill Taylforth and you can’t
prove that I did.’


Thad gazed at him contemptuously. ‘We’re really not
interested in petty theft. We just want the name of the assassin. The man that
you gave the run of this town to.’


The marshal was horrified. ‘If I tell you that, I’m a dead
man for sure!’


The federal enforcer favoured him with a bleak smile. He had
not yet holstered his Colt and so merely pointed it at Barclay’s left arm.
Horrified disbelief suddenly registered on that individual’s features. With a
frightening crash the weapon discharged. A cloud of dense, sulphurous smoke filled
the room, but there was no avoiding the agonized screams emanating from behind
the desk.


‘You crazy bastard,’ hollered one of the deputies
accusingly, although it was noticeable that he made no move to help his boss.


‘Sweet Jesus, you’ve shot me,’ the marshal finally managed.
His arm was hanging at an abnormal angle and blood was soaking into the linen
shirt. As his face turned deathly pale, he slumped back into the swivel-chair.
Thad cocked his revolver and swept its aim around the desk. His face remained
completely impassive as he placed the muzzle against Barclay’s forehead.


‘The name!’










Chapter
Three


 


Brett Dalton briefly eyed the nervous-looking saddle tramp
standing before him and then allowed his gaze to switch back to the crumpled
letter in his hand. It had travelled a long way and had been carefully packaged
and sealed with wax to guard against tampering, but of course you could never
be totally sure. The intelligence that it contained was of such importance that
this time there had been no choice other than to entrust it to a courier. After
all, the imminent movements of the President of the United States could hardly
be relayed over the telegraph.


‘How on earth does he find out this stuff?’ he mused. Yet
perversely it was the final sentence that entertained him the most.


 


It would very possibly be to everyone’s advantage if the
courier met with an accident, especially as it would save you having to pay him
anything.


 


Dalton chuckled quietly as his cold eyes left the letter and
settled on those of the foul-smelling messenger. Such action did nothing to
reassure that twitchy individual. All the man wanted was to collect his money
and be on his way. The black-garbed recipient of his sealed letter was an
evil-looking son of a bitch who most definitely scared the bejesus out of him.


‘You’ve done well finding me here,’ that personage remarked
softly. ‘I’ll wager you’ll want to cut through the phlegm with some joy juice.
Let’s get you paid off and then you can get on down to that saloon. Who knows,
there might even be some Dutch gal prepared to take you on.’


The prospect of ready cash and female company always allays
fears and so it proved in this case. The man held out his hand expectantly as
Dalton searched in his pocket for some coins. One neatly escaped his grasp and
dropped to the floor. Greedily, the travel-stained envoy bent down to retrieve
it, unaware that Dalton had silently slipped around behind him. As the luckless
victim straightened up, a razor-sharp blade viciously sliced across his jugular.
Warm, sticky blood sprayed out across the hotel bedroom. An anguished cry
abruptly ceased and the fresh corpse collapsed heavily on to the carpet.


Dalton nodded his head in satisfaction before moving swiftly
over to a basin. Fastidiously, he cleaned all traces of blood from the blade,
dried it and then returned it to the sheath in his right boot. His stay in
North Platte, Nebraska would now, of necessity, have to be curtailed.
Bizarrely, it suddenly occurred to him that he seemed to leave a trail of dead bodies
in his wake, but then that was the life that he had chosen. If the information
in the letter was correct it was time to head further west to recruit some more
guns. The job ahead was going to be the biggest that he had undertaken, and
certainly the most profitable.


 


Sarah Barklam sniffed the air appreciatively. It was shaping
up to be an unseasonably lovely day, offering as it did a brief but welcome
respite from the normally stifling summer heat. A cooling wind had miraculously
risen up and no amount of chores could detract from the joy that she felt.
Simple pleasures come easily to the young and healthy.


Having hung the washing from the line at the side of the
cabin, she drifted over towards the railroad track. Her dark, lustrous hair
shone in the sunlight as she gazed at the iron rails stretching off into the
distance. She had once been told that throughout most of the country they were
exactly four feet, eight and one half inches apart and that fact strangely
fascinated her. Although now a beautiful woman in her early twenties, she had
never been interested in ‘play pretties’. Always more of a ‘tomboy’, Sarah had
been thrilled when her father had announced that he was taking on the
water-pumping station for the rapidly expanding Union Pacific Railroad. The
only drawback was its isolation. It was powerful hard to find any kind of a
husband when living out in the wilderness near Lodgepole Creek on the
Wyoming/Nebraska border.


She knelt down on the hardwood tie and placed her right ear
to the nearest rail. The sound was as much felt as heard. A slight vibration
that seemed to make her flesh tingle. The hum of the approaching 9.30 from
Julesburg to Cheyenne. Getting lightly to her feet, she turned to view the
huge, elevated water tank that had been constructed next to the tracks. That
and the windmill used to pump up the water seemed to dwarf their home, but then
of course that was the sole reason for their residing in such a lonely spot.
The tiny settlement was the equivalent of a stagecoach way station. Just like
humans, no steam locomotive could run without water and plenty of it.


Sarah gently sighed. Daydreaming wouldn’t put food on the
table and since the death of her mother all such tasks had fallen to her. The
long gingham dress swayed around her slim legs as she walked briskly back to
the wooden cabin. She was well aware that they were actually privileged to
possess a timber building. Most private dwellings out on the plains were
constructed from ‘prairie marble’ as sod was referred to. This primitive
building block contained insects that could suddenly drop from the ceiling
without any warning. Another disadvantage became unpleasantly apparent when the
earth dried out in the baking summer heat. Clouds of dust and grit would again
be deposited on the unhappy occupants. Fortunately for the Barklams, their home
had been fashioned from some of the vast amount of wood brought out by train to
create a railroad through the wilderness.


Tatum Barklam glanced up at her return and smiled
infectiously. His lovely daughter never ceased to delight him, all the more so
since she reminded him of his dear departed wife.


‘Best get the coffee to boiling, gal. The Cheyenne train
will be here soon and a good strong cup will set me up nicely.’


She returned his smile and began to stoke up the fire. The
fact that he relentlessly made the same remark every morning did not bother her
in the slightest. She gained comfort from the fact of always knowing when the
next train was due. Security could be gained from routine. What she couldn’t
hope to know was that not all trains kept to the timetable. Even the Union
Pacific had to bend the knee occasionally!


 


The Department of Justice’s special investigators were
utilizing modern technology in a way that couldn’t have been imagined only a
few years earlier. Having left Council Bluffs and the Rock Island Railroad
behind in the state of Iowa, they crossed the Missouri River and immediately
found themselves in Omaha, Nebraska. Here they visited the office of the
Pacific Telegraph Company. From there they contacted local lawmen in all the
towns along the railroad in that state. Unsurprisingly the telegraph line ran
parallel with the tracks across the entire width of the country.


Thad was searching for news of any shootists known to the
law and of anything unusual that might have recently taken place in any of the
main railroad towns in the state of Nebraska. Over the course of the afternoon
he received negative replies from the settlements of Columbus, Grand Island,
Cozad, Julesburg (strictly speaking in the Territory of Colorado) and Sidney.
It was the eventual reply from North Platte that had the two men running for
the Union Pacific Railroad depot.


‘Why would a down-at-heel drifter have his throat cut in an
upstairs room of the best hotel in town?’ Thad was apparently putting the
question to his companion, but really it was rhetorical, because he had already
guessed the answer. ‘Whoever could afford that room wanted him silenced because
of something he knew and there’s no surer way to achieve that than using a
cutting tool on his jugular.’


As the two men steamed westwards towards the settlement of
North Platte, Thad was painfully conscious of the fact that to his certain
knowledge there was by then a very important special train wending its way out
of New Jersey Avenue Station in Washington DC.


 


The short, stubby individual settled himself in a
well-upholstered chair and drew deeply on his cigar. His full beard was turning
grey and there was an air of melancholy about him that one would not have
associated with a President of the United States seeking re-election. For in
truth, Ulysses Simpson Grant did not really enjoy the responsibilities of his
job. The formidable ‘lion of war’ had turned out to be a rather lamblike chief
executive who was easily manipulated, but he had expensive tastes and quite
simply needed the money.


As his Baltimore and Ohio Railroad carriage rolled on to the
Thomas Viaduct, Grant’s tired eyes were drawn to the sight of the world’s first
curved masonry railroad bridge stretching over the Patapsco River. The former
commanding general reflected that his nation was actually capable of some
amazing industrial feats that didn’t involve the shedding of blood. The bend in
the track also allowed him to view his special train without having to get up,
and he was able to see the blue-clad figures of his soldiers seated at
intervals on the roofs of the carriages. They were all equipped with Model 1866
‘Trapdoor’ Springfield breech-loading rifles of the type used along the Bozeman
Trail in 1867.


No doubt the men were pleased about the change in routine,
yet the fifty-year-old President couldn’t help but view such exhibits with
dismay. He hated all fuss and displays of pomp and had even managed to leave
his personal bodyguard behind in Washington, citing the fact that he had a
‘whole damned trainload’ of Sherman’s men to watch over him. As a former
soldier, he actually relished the thought of temporarily heading into the
sparsely populated West and away from the politicians and favour-seekers
infesting the nation’s capital.


Who was to say that there might not even be a bit of
excitement awaiting him out on the vast plains? And until that time, he did at
least have a fresh bottle of Old Foresters finest bourbon to investigate. For
the first time, such spirits were being sold in rather civilized sealed bottles
as opposed to the old-fashioned kegs, and the distillers had very kindly
presented him with a case to sample on his journey. Being president did have
its benefits, so long as nobody tried to take the ultimate sanction against him
as had happened to Lincoln only seven years earlier.


 


‘That carpet came all the way from New York,’ whined the
hotelier. ‘It’s only been down for a month. Why the hell couldn’t he have got
himself murdered some place else?’


‘You’re all heart, Cy,’ muttered North Platte’s marshal as
he firmly ushered the owner out of the room. As the door closed, he stated,
‘Thought it best to leave the body here, once I got your telegram. Be glad to
move him, though. Atmosphere’s getting a bit unpleasant with this heat.’


‘You did right, Marshal,’ replied Thad warmly. ‘And it’s
nice to get some willing cooperation for a change.’


‘Don’t like this kind of thing in my town,’ the lawman
stated. ‘Don’t like it at all.’ He was no stranger to casual aggression, but
the cold-blooded use of knives always unsettled him. ‘With that huge Union
Pacific depot here, we’re trying to act civilized.’


The Justice Department investigator scrutinized the corpse,
his nose twitching from the stench caused by the early stages of decomposition
brought on by the summer heat. It lay on the fancy carpet in a pool of
congealed blood. The blade had cut deep, so ensuring a swift death. The
threadbare greatcoat and homespun linen, along with thick heavy shoes, told
their own story.


‘No money in any of the pockets, but I don’t reckon that
robbery came into it,’ offered the marshal. ‘From the state of his duds, I
figure he arrived like that.’


‘Anybody get a look at the killer?’ asked Thad hopefully.


‘One of the faro dealers caught a glimpse of him. Lean,
sharp-featured fellow in a black suit. Said he looked like a real mean cuss.’


‘And did he supply a name when he took the room?’


‘Yeah. Actually, he did,’ responded the marshal. ‘Signed the
register as a “Mister Grant”.’


The two government men exchanged startled glances. It
appeared that their prey had a twisted sense of humour and, from the
description reluctantly supplied by Marshal Barclay, they knew it was
definitely him all right, and that they were closing in. Thad carefully
observed the local lawman before putting his next question.


‘If a man wanted to hire some back-up, men with no scruples
and a taste for violence, where would he go in this part of the world?’


The marshal didn’t even have to ponder that one. ‘Julesburg!
It’s a real snake-pit. The law’s bought and paid for there. It might be a Union
Pacific town, but so long as their operation is not affected the railroad
doesn’t really give a damn what goes on.’ He eyed the two federal officers shrewdly.
‘If you sent the same telegraph there that I got, then someone will likely know
that you’re coming.’


That thought had already occurred to Thad, but he kept
silent. From the look on the local lawman’s face that man obviously had more to
impart.


‘Julesburg was burnt to the ground by redskins back in ’65.
Hundreds of the varmints scalped and murdered many of the townsfolk in revenge
for what Chivington did at Sand Creek. Sioux, Cheyenne, even Arapaho turned up
for that party. It was only after the railroad arrived in ’67 that the town was
rebuilt, but most of the good citizens had been scared off. So now what you’ve
got is nice new buildings filled with some real bad people. I suppose if you
got into big trouble you could always cut on over to Fort Sedgwick, but the
army don’t like getting involved in civilian business unless they’re ordered.
That’s if there’s even any soldier boys left there. You’ll probably know this
already, but with the arrival of the iron horse a lot of the forts are being
shut down.’


Thad smiled and patted his pocket ominously. ‘We might just
have to pay them a visit and try our luck. With the bona fides that we carry,
those bluecoats will have to do as they’re told.’ He glanced over at Jud. ‘It’s
too late in the day to try our hand over in Julesburg. Let’s see if we can find
a couple of rooms without blood on the carpet. It’s been a pleasure, Marshal.’


 


As it turned out, Brett Dalton found out about his two
pursuers from a totally unexpected informant. Marshal Jared Barclay now had to
contend with two sources of pain, except that the damage to his left arm had
nothing to do with the anonymous ranks of the Army of Northern Virginia. He
knew exactly who was to blame and he wanted retribution. He also knew where his
avenger was likely to be, because all the hardcases in the territory ended up
in Julesburg at some point and his informed guesswork proved to be spot on. All
it took was one carefully worded telegraph message.


 


The black-clad gunfighter surveyed his new recruits with
vague distaste. His chosen profession was similar to theirs, except that to
Dalton’s all-seeing eye they appeared to be seedy and down at heel. Their
tied-down guns and cold stares meant nothing to him. Anyone could adopt such a
demeanour. What he needed was that they should be able to take orders without
question and kill on demand.


They in turn viewed their new employer with suspicion and
not a little unease. Most of them had heard the name ‘Brett Dalton’ but none of
them had seen him in action. Yet there was no denying that he was a
dangerous-looking hombre and he obviously had money, so for the time being they
would eat his dust. Or at least most of them would.


‘I’ve got a little test for some of you,’ their new leader
remarked blandly. ‘There are two lawmen dogging my trail. I reckon six of you
should be enough to handle them. The rest of us will head west to suss out the
best spot to hold up a train. When you’ve finished your work, come right along
after us. Wherever we are, it’ll be within sight of the tracks.’


He had deliberately omitted to tell his men that his
pursuers were actually federal officers. Murdering such men could bring more
attention than some of his band would wish for. The ten gunhands digested his
words for some moments before at last one of their number spoke up. They were
in a dimly lit storeroom at the rear of the Double Deuce saloon-cum-hotel and
the rising temperature only added to the man’s simmering belligerence. He was a
stocky, unshaven individual with grubby clothes and a mean expression.


‘There’s trains passing through this territory all day,
every day, Dalton. What’s so special about the one you’re after? And why’s the
law after you? Just what are you wanted for, apart from dime-store hold-ups?’


Dalton’s jaw line tightened. His normally cold grey eyes
became chips of ice. Slowly he eased across the room until he was face to face
with his interrogator.


‘What’s your name?’ he hissed softly.


The other man held his gaze, but the fresh beads of sweat on
his brow were no longer entirely due to the heat. No pistol-fighter liked to be
so close to a possible opponent. The smell of fear suddenly mingled with that
of rough-cut timber.


‘Price,’ came the sullen reply. ‘Hector Price.’


‘Well, Hector Price. My name is Mister Dalton until I say
otherwise. And to show you I’m serious, I want you to draw that six-gun.’


Price’s eyes widened slightly as the chilling reality of
what was expected of him struck home. As his opponent’s murderous stare bored
relentlessly into him, he felt his palms turn clammy. Somehow he just knew that
the other man would be faster. His armpits were soaked with sweat and the
sudden terrifying notion assailed him that he might just die that day and not
from ‘lead pills’ alone. At such point-blank range the muzzle flash would likely
set his grubby shirt afire.


‘Draw,’ bellowed Dalton. Spittle from his lips caught
Price’s left cheek and made the gun thug flinch. Dalton’s right hand hovered
over the butt of his belly gun, whilst his left suddenly streaked out for a
stinging, open-handed slap. The unexpected blow caused involuntary tears to
well up in Price’s eyes. The supreme confidence that Brett Dalton always felt
before a kill showed on his face and in his stance. Hector Price made no move
towards his own weapon. He was broken and he knew it.


Without taking his eyes off his subdued opponent, Dalton
snarled, ‘You don’t want to get crosswise with me. Not any of you! You all do
what I say, when I say and don’t ever back-talk me. Understood?’


Only then did he glance around at the assembled men. None of
them met his eyes and all of them muttered their assent. Mister Dalton nodded
with grim satisfaction. Humbling the sons of bitches would hopefully give them
a taste for revenge when his persistent pursuers finally showed up.










Chapter
Four


 


‘I’ve got a real bad feeling about this place!’


Jud Parker and Thaddeus McEvoy had just dropped down from
the Union Pacific carriage and were standing next to the tracks, observing the
town of Julesburg. And for sure it was certainly no ‘jewel’. Surveillance was
part of their job and Jud’s comment had accurately reflected the feelings of
both men. There was an immediately apparent and yet indefinable air of menace
about the frontier settlement. It had a forlorn look about it that indicated a
lack of civic pride and purpose. The replacement buildings had been built in a
rush, using unseasoned timber and it showed. The structures didn’t look to be
weatherproof. There appeared to be gaps between the timber planking, as though
the seams had opened.


‘Good job this delightful town isn’t a ship,’ remarked Thad
drily. ‘It would have sunk by now.’


As their train rattled away on its westward journey towards
Cheyenne the two men picked up identical carpetbags and slowly walked over to
the town marshal’s office. A couple of loafers leaning against a hitching rail
regarded them with more than idle curiosity.


‘ ’Morning, boys,’ offered Jud in a convincingly genuine
attempt at sociability. ‘Seems like a real quiet town you’ve got here.’


The two men sniggered as though appreciating a crude joke,
before one of them chose to respond. ‘Things ain’t always what they seem,
mister.’


There was little to be gained by slapping around the
citizenry, so the two lawmen chose to ignore them and continued on to the
marshal’s office. Rather than barge straight on in, Thad chose instead to knock
sharply on the untreated timber. There was a short silence before a petulant
voice bellowed out, ‘Don’t you go beating on that goddamned door!’


Thad winked at his companion as he heaved against the poorly
fitting door. The hinges squealed in protest as it opened stiffly. The justice
man glanced around disdainfully at the flyblown office before allowing his gaze
to settle on the room’s only occupant. The tarnished tin shield indicated that
he carried the law in Julesburg, but in truth he was a pitiful specimen. In a
part of the world where there were very few fat men, this one broke the mould.
He filled his swivel-chair like a bloated pig and did not look at all happy to
see them. The remnants of a half-eaten meal were strewn across his desk.


‘This had better be important,’ the marshal whined as grease
oozed over his many chins. ‘I’m a busy man.’


‘I can see that, but you’re about to get busier,’ snarled
Thad as he displayed his gleaming badge of office. ‘Stop feeding your fat face
and pay attention. I need to know about any strangers who have arrived here
recently.’


‘Well, there’s you for a start,’ remarked the lawman with an
inane chuckle.


Thad glanced at his companion and nodded. Jud grabbed one
end of the overloaded desk and heaved it on to its side. As the marshal’s food
and drink abruptly ended in a slop pile at his feet, Thad stepped forward and
slapped him hard across his fleshy features. ‘You’d better start making sense
or I’ll kick you so hard you’ll be wearing your ass for a hat. Now, I’ll ask
you again. Who’s new in town?’


There was a moment’s shocked silence as the corpulent lawman
regarded them both with sullen, beady eyes. His cheek was bright red where the
stinging blow had landed. Belatedly deciding that his unwelcome visitors were
deadly serious, he noisily cleared his throat and began talking.


‘I take it you ain’t just looking for widows and orphans and
such? Well, see now, there was a real mean-looking hombre over in the Double
Deuce saloon last night. Seemed powerful keen on one of the painted ladies in
there. He was suited-up like some city slicker.’


‘He still in there?’ Thad demanded.


‘How should I know?’ came the irritable response. ‘I’m not
his keeper.’


The federal officers exchanged meaningful glances and he
added hastily, ‘Depends on how many greenbacks he had to spend and just how
welcome she made him. You know what it’s like.’


Thad stared at him long and hard before apparently making up
his mind. Abruptly turning away, he strode to the door with Jud trailing him
out.


‘Obliged for your assistance, Marshal,’ he remarked
sarcastically. ‘Enjoy the rest of your meal.’ With that, the door slammed shut
and the two men were gone.


Julesburg’s only law officer gazed bleakly after them for a
long time, before gradually a malicious smile registered on his fleshy face. He
sighed and then, without any apparent reluctance, reached down into the
wreckage that had been his lunch and scooped up a large piece of pie.


 


‘What do you reckon?’ Jud queried.


‘I think half of what he said wasn’t true and the other half
was a goddamned lie,’ his companion replied.


‘So what are we going to do?’


‘Visit the saloon of course, but not like lambs to the
slaughter. We’ll split up here. Find a back way in and get yourself situated.
I’ll hang loose for a while to give you time. And remember, you just may well
not be the only one hankering after a back room.’


With that the two men went their separate ways. As he
tramped off through the powdery dust, it occurred to Jud that he might quite
possibly have to kill someone that day, but then in his line of work it
wouldn’t be the first time.


 


‘That bastard Dalton’s going to pay for riding me like
that!’


‘You’re all talk, Hec Price. Yeah, he put the shits up you
good, but if you want paying for this job there’s not a damn thing you can do
about it. Save your bile for whoever comes looking.’


The two sweating gun thugs were hunkered down in a
first-floor room, impatiently fingering their firearms. The door was wide open,
allowing them a good view of the saloon below, but even so there was little
airflow to provide relief from the heat.


‘We don’t even know who or what they are,’ responded Price
petulantly.


‘Who cares?’ snarled his companion. ‘Six on one, six on two.
However you cut it, it’ll be no dog fall for them!’


Their four cronies were secreted in various parts of the
building. They all knew their trade well enough to realize the value of height
in any conflict, so two of them were in another room off the far landing. The
remaining pair were waiting in the same dark, windowless storeroom at the rear
of the Double Deuce where Dalton had held his highly charged meeting. There
they were marginally cooler, but had to keep the door almost closed to avoid
discovery.


The lank-haired, greasy proprietor was perspiring worst of
all. His barkeeper was laid up with a distemper of the bowels, which meant that
he very reluctantly had to fill in. He knew exactly what was afoot, but was
under pain of death to stay right where he was and serve the regulars. Every
footfall made him twitch and it was all he could do to remain upright. ‘By
Christ,’ he fumed silently. ‘What have I done to deserve this?’


 


Jud levered a cartridge into the firing-chamber of his
Winchester and regarded the closed door speculatively. If it were he who had
men staking out the saloon, then he would place at least one of them in a back
room. And any attempt to barge straight on in would leave him highlighted by
the midday light. Yet he didn’t have time to pussyfoot around. Thad would soon
be going in through the front entrance.


After taking a deep breath the Justice Department officer
stood to one side and rapped firmly on the rough-cut timber. From inside there
came a brief scuffling noise followed by silence. Oh, there was someone in that
room all right. Again Jud’s knuckles struck the door, only this time he
followed it up.


‘Open up, do you hear? I’ve got a wagonload of rotgut to
unload and if I don’t get these kegs inside, there’ll be hell to pay.’


From beyond the threshold came muffled cursing followed by
footsteps. A bolt was carefully eased back by someone clearly keen to make as
little noise as possible. The door creaked open and the moment had come. Yet
Jud was a lawman dealing with someone whose identity was unknown and whose
hostility was unproven. Lethal force was quite unacceptable. So, as a set of
bearded features came into view, he reversed his carbine and slammed the butt
into the man’s temple. With an awful moan that individual collapsed to the
floor and in the process wedged the door open. Without hesitation, Jud leapt
through the opening, scuttled round behind the door and dropped down on to his
haunches. Part of the large room was still shrouded in gloom. If there was
anyone else there, he couldn’t see him and could only wait impatiently for his
eyesight to adjust.


 


Thaddeus McEvoy swept rapidly through the swing doors. He
edged off to his left, then backed up until his shoulders were pressed against
the wall. His sharp eyes swiftly scrutinized the interior. A few dissolute
drinkers lounged at the tables. Given the time of day, the resident whores were
absent, very probably catching up on their sleep. To his practised gaze,
certain things were immediately apparent. The barkeeper was scared out of what
wits he possessed, and two upstairs rooms were either vacant and being aired or
the occupants strangely chose to keep the doors wide open. Everything was
suddenly very clear to him, as was his course of action.


With every appearance of outward calm Thad made his way over
to the long, heavy bar. It ran almost the full length of the right-hand side of
the room and looked to be proof against 44/40 cartridges and the like.


‘What’ll it be, mister?’ The temporary barkeeper croaked out
the question and appeared to be in an itching hurry to run for the nearest
exit.


‘Let’s start with some information and then just maybe I’ll
move on to a drink,’ replied Thad softly as he unhurriedly lowered his
carpetbag to the floor.


 


‘What do you reckon? Is it him?’


‘How the hell do I know?’ Price whispered back testily. ‘We
don’t even know who him is. Just keep listening.’


The two men had their rifles levelled, but it was not an
easy shot due to the presence of a wooden handrail running round the upper
landing.


Then, in the storeroom, a weapon discharged with a
thunderous roar and Jud suddenly knew for certain that his boss had been
correct. There was a blast of air close by his right ear as the projectile
slammed into and then out of the thin timber wall. His opponent’s muzzle flash
had been there for all to see and the time for prudence was past. Pulling the
stock up to his cheek, Jud took rapid aim and returned fire.


The first gunshot set off a chain reaction that was
unstoppable. The sweat-drenched barkeeper ceased all attempts at maintaining civility
and simply dropped out of sight. Galvanized into action, Thad leapt up on to
the counter and slid down behind the bar. As he did so a bullet slammed into
the solid timber. The flurry of heavy footsteps that followed suggested that
the saloon’s entire clientele had fled. From the storeroom came more shooting,
but it might as well have been on the moon. Jud would have to take care of
himself for the time being.


‘You reach for any kind of weapon and I’ll kill you,’
snarled Thad to the quivering barkeeper.


That individual regarded him through eyes like saucers. ‘I
believe you, mister. For Christ’s sake, I only asked you what you were
drinking.’


Completely ignoring him, the government man shuffled
sideways a few paces. Swiftly rising up, he snapped off a shot at the landing.
Within four walls the detonation was actually painful. From directly above him
a voice bellowed out, ‘Where the hell is he, Price? We’ve got no shot from
here.’


‘Behind the bar, dummy. Get over here and help us out!’


The prospect of the assassins joining forces gave Thad an
idea. He levered in another cartridge and again shifted position as protection
against return fire. Another voice boomed out from above.


‘We’re coming over. Give us some cover.’


A fusillade of shots came from the opposite landing and
chunks of lead slammed into the bar. The barkeeper moaned with fear as wooden
splinters showered over them, but Thad kept his head down and remained calm.
His barricade was actually of a stronger construction than the building itself
and he had no desire to hinder the movements of the men upstairs. He wanted
them in one place.


The pounding of heavy boots on bare floorboards ended at the
same time as the shooting. Taking that as his cue, Thad leapt up and fired
three rapid shots at the kerosene lamp fixed in a wall bracket next to the
bedroom opposite. As the glass shattered, burning liquid showered over the wall
and floor. On bone-dry timber the flames took hold almost immediately.


‘That should give those bastards something to think about.’
There was no disguising the satisfaction in his voice. As always in a fight,
Thad found himself succumbing to a heady exhilaration.


‘Oh, Christ!’ responded the barkeeper mournfully. ‘First it
was the Cheyenne dog soldiers and now it’s your turn. Where the hell’s the law
when you need it?’


A volley of shots came from the group on the landing. The
flames affected their aim and all the projectiles went high, shattering the
huge mirror behind the bar. At such close range the effect was both awesome and
terrifying. Shards of glass tumbled over the two crouching men. Blood was
dripping from his neck as the barkeeper yelled out in pain and anger.


‘You poxy cockchafers. That mirror came all the way from New
York.’


Up against so many guns, Thad could only stay put, but he
was relatively unconcerned by the turn of events. The fire had taken hold on
the upper storey. Nothing and no one was going to stop it and his assailants
suddenly had far more to worry about than any number of lawmen.


‘Sweet Jesus, we’re all going to burn to death!’


The landing had become a raging inferno. Flames were licking
up the bedroom walls. The very air felt as though it was burning. As Thad had
surmised, the gunslingers no longer gave a damn about anyone down in the
saloon, because their own survival was suddenly in doubt.


‘Out through the windows,’ yelled Hec Price. ‘It’s our only
chance.’ With that he began to smash the wooden frames out with the butt of his
Henry rifle. More shards of glass fell, but this time into the street.


‘What’s occurring, Thad?’ Jud’s voice bellowed out from the
storeroom. There was blood on his face, but he sounded in full fettle.


‘Those sons of bitches are trapped. Their only way out is
through the windows. Keep clear of here and scoot round to the front. I’ll meet
you there.’ Turning to the barkeeper, the justice man added, ‘This building’s
lost. If you value your worthless life, follow me!’


Without waiting for a response, he turned away and began
crawling towards the main entrance. Scuffling noises behind him confirmed that
the sorry-looking proprietor had taken his advice. The bar protected both men
until the last few yards. Thad fired once at the blazing bedroom and then broke
cover. As he expected, there were no answering shots. The men upstairs were far
too preoccupied with smashing out the window.


Jud was poised at the front corner of the building. The
moment that he saw his boss emerge, he aimed his Winchester at the first-floor
room and fired blindly.


‘Throw all your weapons out,’ he yelled. ‘Any of you murdering
bushwhackers that climbs out toting firearms gets shot.’


As Jud’s bullet slammed into the wall behind him Hec Price
jumped back from the window. They were between a rock and a hard place and he
knew it. Flames were consuming the bedroom and the heat was unbearable. All of
them were choking from the smoke that billowed around. God damn that Dalton for
getting them into this mess.


‘I’m coming out,’ he hollered frantically, without even
consulting his cronies. As his guns hit the dirt street, he sat on the
windowsill and twisted around to grip it with both hands. A shard of glass sank
deep into his left palm, causing him to cry out in agony. With his legs
dangling loose, he simply let go and dropped to the hard ground.


So far so good, but it was then that everything turned sour.
Unable to control his landing, Price hit the ground hard. An ankle turned under
him, either broken or badly sprained and he sprawled out into the street. With
stabbing pains in his leg and blood pouring from his left hand, he had lost the
ability for rational thought. Instinctively, he reached out for his nearest
discarded weapon.


‘Don’t be a fool,’ yelled Thad, swinging his carbine around
to cover the man.


It made no difference. Price’s right hand closed around the
smooth, comforting butt of his revolver and the lawman fired. The outlaw’s
torso jerked under the savage impact of the large-calibre bullet and he
suddenly lay still.


‘I told him not to reach for it,’ Thad exclaimed angrily as
he kicked the man’s weapons away. As a peace officer he deeply regretted all
unnecessary killing.


‘It’s a trap,’ howled one of the men in the room above.
‘They’re just going to shoot us down like dogs!’ With that, he poked his
Spencer out of the window and opened fire. Out of sheer desperation his two
companions did the same, but none of them were able to enjoy the benefits
normally expected when shooting from cover. One half of their room was consumed
by fire and their clothes were scorching on their backs. They could smell their
own hair singeing. Under such circumstances taking steady aim was impossible.


With hot lead churning up the street around them, the two
lawmen stood their ground and returned fire. Rapidly working the lever actions
of their Winchesters, they sent a number of well-aimed shots up into the doomed
building. First one man was hit and then another. Both took head wounds and
fell back into the blazing inferno. The last gunfighter was claimed solely by
the advancing flames and collapsed in writhing agony. His screams seemed to
last interminably as finally the whole room was claimed by the fire.


As the two justice men backed off in the face of mounting
heat they seemed to be followed remorselessly by the sickly sweet smell of
burning flesh. The conflagration was spreading to take in the whole building,
which was quite obviously doomed. Its owner, temporarily subdued by the brutal
violence, could only stand and watch in glum silence.


With the end of one specific threat, Thad began to glance
around at their surroundings. The whole town had turned out to watch the
spectacle, albeit at a safe distance. There was little apparent concern over
the blaze spreading, because the townsfolk had learned from the first disaster
and the buildings were now well spaced. However, the gunfire had actually been
sufficient to drag the marshal away from his feast. Once certain that the
hostilities were over, that individual began plodding his way heavily towards
the scene.


It was then that Thad felt a hand tightly grip his ankle.
Twisting around in alarm, he looked down to find Price still clinging on to
life. Blood was trickling out of his mouth and he obviously hadn’t got long to
go.


‘That Dalton will settle for you, law dog,’ he gasped
weakly. ‘Once he’s taken the train.’


The hairs stood up on the back of Thad’s neck. He glanced at
Jud in alarm before putting the question. ‘What train?’


The stricken gun thug managed a faint chuckle before falling
back and lying still. He was quite dead. In stark contrast, the justice man’s
thoughts whirled like a maelstrom. All his suspicions appeared to be correct.
The paid assassin really was after the President. Jud had had the sense to
remain silent and was standing waiting on instructions.


‘Did you leave anyone alive round the back?’ Thad demanded.
In response to an affirmative nod, he continued, ‘Get him away from that fire
and cuff him to something solid. He’s got a lot of talking to do. Don’t take
him anywhere near that jailhouse.’ Recalling that the barkeeper was near by, he
added softly, ‘I’m going to find the telegraph office. We need to try and stop
Grant’s train before it gets near this assassins’ den!’


As Jud raced off around the side of the doomed building,
Thad turned to face the florid marshal. Before either of them could say
anything, the saloonkeeper launched into a torrent of complaint.


‘Jesus H. Christ, Jared. Where the hell have you been? This
madman’s torched my place. Everything’s gone. I want him locked up tighter than
a gnat’s ass until the circuit judge arrives, you hear? A gnat’s ass!’


As if to punctuate that strident demand there came a sudden
burst of explosions from deep inside the blazing ruin. Flames had obviously
reached the box of cartridges in Thad’s carpetbag. Instinctively backing away,
the town marshal glanced nervously over at the justice man. Living on the
frontier, he was no stranger to casual violence, but the level of death and
devastation that had suddenly struck his town was unheard of since the Indian
depredations. His possible knowledge of the ambush would likely remain
unproven, but he knew that he should best make himself scarce. Placing a podgy
hand on the saloonkeeper’s shoulder, he firmly propelled him away from his
disintegrating premises. As they moved off down the street, the marshal
patiently explained Thad’s official position.


‘A lawman!’ came the astounded cry. ‘He’s worse than the
goddamned Sioux!’










Chapter
Five


 


As it happened, it wasn’t until later that afternoon that
any telegraph messages reached the President’s special train. Grant had swiftly
discovered that by living on the move he had partially escaped from the
relentless calls of office and he was enjoying it. It was only when they
stopped at any sizeable habitation that communications from Washington caught
up with him. Not that they all came from back East.


‘You mean to tell me that I’m supposed to kick my heels in
your town until further notice, all because you’ve received telegraphed word of
a possible threat to me? Do you realize just how many times I came under fire
in the recent conflict?’


President Ulysses Simpson Grant chewed heavily on his cigar
as he stared wide-eyed at North Platte’s marshal. That individual, whilst
undoubtedly uncomfortable in the presence of a living legend, was nevertheless
determined to do his duty as he saw it.


‘From what I’ve seen of Thad McEvoy, he and his partner know
their business. If he believes there to be a plot to take your life then you
must take it seriously, sir.’


‘Must doesn’t come into it, Marshal,’ Grant growled
ominously. ‘My God, man, have you seen how many soldiers Sherman has foisted on
me? How can a few petty road agents stop this train? Answer me that.’


‘There’s more than one way to skin a cat, Mr President,’ the
lawman answered ambiguously.


Skin a cat, mouthed the soldier turned politician
incredulously. ‘And just who the hell is this McEvoy anyway? I’ve never even
heard of him.’


The answer to that came from a dour, heavily bearded
individual sitting comfortably in one of the railway carriage’s luxuriously
appointed armchairs. As the only member of Grant’s cabinet accompanying him on
the re-election campaign and with an eye firmly fixed on his own future,
Secretary of the Interior Columbus Delano had ensured that no detail too small
had escaped him.


‘I’m told that he’s the new Justice Department’s most
exceptional agent. Then again,’ he added drily, ‘if you believe
Attorney-General Williams, all his agents are exceptional.’


Grant leaned back in his chair and drew deeply on his cigar.
His eyes flitted between the two men as he weighed up the situation. George
Williams was no fool. If he had men active along the route of the presidential
train, it was because he saw a need for it. Then again he, Grant, was as
stubborn and ornery as any mule. He had an election to win and no goddamned
bandits were going to affect that. Mind made up, he announced his decision.


‘We’ll spend the rest of the day here in your fine town,
Marshal. I’ll give the good folks of North Platte a speech that they’ll
remember for the rest of their days. What say you to that, Columbus? They were
well suited to it in Cozad yesterday, were they not?’


Delano groaned inwardly, but managed to produce a smile of
sorts. The President was a short, stubby individual with no great gift for
oratory. The interest shown in him was due more to his undoubted fame as a general
and the novelty of having the nation’s chief executive visiting the frontier.


‘I’m sure it will do them all a power of good, Mr
President,’ he responded smoothly.


Grant blew a great plume of smoke towards the ceiling and
nodded slowly. He knew that he was being humoured and consequently his next
words came out like chips of ice.


‘Tonight we will enjoy whatever hospitality this town has to
offer, but tomorrow morning we’re on our way to Wyoming and the devil take any
miserable outlaws that get in my way!’


 


The Cheyenne train had taken on water and was long gone.
There was not even the slightest vibration on the tracks. Sarah Barklam had a
rug hanging from a line and was vigorously beating the dust out of it. The
sun’s rays shone down on her relentlessly. Sweat formed upon her top lip and
she eventually stopped to get her breath. It was shaping up to be a hellishly
hot day. So much so that all she could think of was getting inside and slaking
her thirst. Thanks to the Union Pacific’s windmill and storage tank, water was
one thing they were not short of.


It was as she chanced to gaze back down the tracks in the
direction of Sydney, Nebraska, that she first saw them. Through the heat haze,
she could just make out five individual dots moving towards her. The young
woman’s brow furrowed in a display of puzzlement. Due to the dominating
presence of the railroad, visitors on horseback were a fairly rare occurrence
and yet they weren’t likely to be Indians. When any of the savage tribes chose
to appear, they just seem to materialize without any prior warning. Which meant
that the riders must be white and quite possibly poor, if they couldn’t afford
the price of a train ticket. At their rate of approach it would be some time
before they reached her, so Sarah dragged the rug off the line and moved
indoors. In all innocence, she decided that it would be nice to have some
company around the place, even if it was likely to be just for a short time.


 


Brett Dalton sat astride his motionless horse and carefully
scrutinized the isolated clutch of buildings. The burning heat was becoming
almost intolerable, but he refused to rush, because that was when mistakes were
made. He was conscious of his four companions waiting impatiently at his side,
but he paid them no heed. They were cannon fodder on wages and would do as they
were instructed. Finally he nodded his satisfaction. It would do perfectly.
Even the telegraph line ran past the cabin, parallel to the tracks.


‘Whoever we encounter over there, you leave all the talking
to me, savvy?’ He waited for each of the men to nod his agreement before
continuing. ‘Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to and even then stick to grunts
and one- word answers. That way you won’t mess up and nobody will have to die.
Yet!’


 


Sarah peered out of the window and saw that they were nearly
upon her. Since her father was at the Union Pacific depot in Cheyenne for part
of the day, it was up to her to greet them. On the spur of the moment she pulled
on a bonnet, so as to provide some shade from the punishing sunlight. The wide
brim hid her delightful features, whilst the white material contrasted
perfectly with her dark, flowing hair. Never having suffered any bad
experiences at the hands of her own race, it never occurred to her to be wary
of the newcomers. Consequently, her father’s Henry rifle remained tucked away
in the corner of the room. She pulled open the door and swept lithely out to
greet the five men.


As the cabin door burst open, Dalton’s right hand moved
towards his belly gun. An obviously young woman was moving swiftly towards
them, but a snow-white bonnet obscured her face. As she was apparently unarmed,
he allowed his hand to fall away as he reined in. It was his intention to take
control of the cabin and everyone in it. Should anyone resist, then so much the
worse for them. But, with all carefully laid plans, there are often variables
that cannot be foreseen.


Sarah lifted her head high, so as to view the travellers.
With a soft, ‘Hello gentlemen,’ she beamed a delicious smile of welcome, which
only faltered slightly when she got her first good look at the horsemen. It was
then that the initial feelings of unease entered her thoughts. Dalton, on the
contrary, was temporarily and quite unexpectedly lost for words. Unlike the
young lady, who had five people to view, all his concentration was focused on
her. Sweet Jesus, but she’s beautiful, he decided, his mind in a whirl.


His companions were of a similar opinion, but where he was
struck by her sheer exquisiteness, they were concerned only with raw lust. For
long moments, whilst their leader was incapacitated, they regarded her in
brooding silence, licking their lips and mentally undressing her. Taking
control of the pumping station suddenly seemed to be an exceptionally good
idea.


Recognizing the smouldering scrutiny for what it was, Sarah
was swiftly assailed by real fear and took an involuntary step backward. It was
then that Brett Dalton found his voice. Conscious of the thoroughly unsavoury
appearance of his crew, he favoured the delectable young woman with an
uncommonly genuine smile as he introduced himself.


‘Sincere apologies if we have startled you, miss. Only we
are a mite windblown from travelling and not at our best.’


With an effort, Sarah concentrated her attention on the
speaker rather than his dubious-looking cronies. She had to admit that he
appeared to be considerably more prosperous and a great deal more attractive
than the others.


Gathering herself, she replied, ‘There is a hand pump around
the side of our cabin. You and your . . . friends are welcome to the water,
Mister—’


He had not missed her use of the word our. ‘Brett. The
name’s Brett.’ He did not elaborate as to whether that was a Christian name or
surname, but instead continued with, ‘That’s real kindly of you. We are on our
way to Cheyenne, but this heat is beyond tolerating. We figured to maybe camp
here for a while, if that would set right with your husband.’


Completely ignoring the others, Sarah regarded him carefully.
He possessed a hard, uncompromising appearance that she found strangely
attractive and she knew that she too had made an impression on him.
Intuitively, she decided that he meant her no harm and so she replied with
complete honesty.


‘I am unmarried, Mr Brett. I live here with my pa. He holds
this place for the Union Pacific. Right now he is in Cheyenne, but will be back
before nightfall. Unlike you, he prefers to avail himself of the railroad
service.’


Dalton’s eyes remained glued to hers as he responded. He was
loath to end the conversation, as he knew that it would break the contact.


‘Sadly, we have temporarily fallen on hard times, but we
have a job of work to complete that should return us to prosperity, Miss—?’ So
saying, he dismounted and stepped forward in one fluid movement.


Appearing momentarily flustered, she nevertheless responded
with, ‘Sarah. Sarah Barklam.’


He smiled and proffered his hand, which after a brief
hesitation she accepted.


‘A pleasure, Miss Sarah. I certainly never expected to come
across someone such as yourself out here.’


A feminine touch was not new to him, but mostly they came
from so-call ‘soiled doves’ rather than an obviously chaste young lady. Her
fingers were long and slender and he had a sudden urge to kiss the back of her
hand, which was only resisted with difficulty. The two of them remained linked
for far longer than was strictly appropriate, until at last he blurted out,
‘Yes, well then, I guess we’d better leave you to your chores.’


With that, he tore himself away and turned to his men. With
a curt gesture, he indicated that they should follow him. Reluctantly they tore
their licentious glances from the young woman and tagged along. Sarah watched
them head for the pump. No longer under scrutiny herself, she was at last able
to think rationally, and with that ability came some serious qualms. If the man
named Brett had indeed fallen on hard times, then why did he appear so
prosperous? Although covered in trail dust, his suit appeared to be of
excellent quality and, unlike the others, he had healthy-looking skin and
apparently good teeth. And why would someone like him even associate with four
saddle tramps? The more that she thought about it, the less it made sense. One
thing was for sure. She would be very glad when her father returned.


 


Brett Dalton would not have admitted the fact to anyone, but
for the first time in many years he was flustered. The Barklam woman had
completely taken his breath away. He could never have expected to encounter
someone as fragrant as her in such an out-of-the-way shit hole. Yet he had, and
such a situation was dangerous. Already she had caused him to alter his plans.
By suddenly not wishing to show his dark intentions, he had left her in control
of the cabin. In itself that fact mattered little, but he couldn’t allow
personal feelings to jeopardize his plans.


Dragging himself out of his reverie, Dalton addressed his
men. They had all slaked their thirst at the hand pump and were now allowing
the horses to drink from a trough.


‘I’ll be gone for a while. Keep out of the cabin and stay
away from the woman. Anyone lays a finger on her, I’ll cut it off! Savvy?’


The four men recognized the latent menace in his voice and
all nodded reluctantly. One of them, by name of Brad Taylor, did have the wit
to ask a sensible question.


‘What if her pa comes back? What do we do with him?’


‘You do nothing to nobody,’ their leader replied. ‘Let Miss
Barklam do the talking and keep your heads down.’


With that, Dalton mounted up and rode off without a backward
glance. He allowed his horse to pick his way over the railway tracks and then
headed off towards the hills beyond. His departure had not gone unnoticed.
Sarah watched him through the ancient bull’s-eye glass in the cabin’s single
window as he moved off. It seemed very strange behaviour if, as he had said,
the heat was beyond tolerating. Why hadn’t he told her he was leaving? And
where on earth could he be going? There wasn’t another dwelling for miles
around. A pit of anxiety formed in her stomach as she realized that his four
companions remained outside. She had seen how they had looked at her and now
they no longer had Mr Brett to keep them in check.


After a moment’s consideration, she moved over to where her
father’s rifle leaned against the wall. Taking it firmly in hand, the young
woman worked the lever slowly. She had fired the weapon many times at targets
and was not daunted by its power, the way many females might be. With a
cartridge in the firing chamber, she went over to the sturdy wooden table and
sat down. Sarah pointed the Henry directly at the door and felt her natural
confidence return. If any of those men attempted anything unpleasant they would
get much less than they wanted and far more than they could handle.


 


Tatum Barklam stared out of the window with unseeing eyes.
Normally when he rode the rails back from Cheyenne he liked to stand up front
in the cab and pass the time with the crew. There he could absorb the noise and
smells of the steam engine as it unleashed its awesome energy. Yet on this trip
the landscape passed by unnoticed. The news that he had received at the Union
Pacific depot had been both exciting and shocking. Unbelievably, President
Grant himself was heading west on a special train, which both logically and yet
quite amazingly would need to take on water at the Barklam’s pumping station.
As a former Northern supporter of the Union, such an event would be cause for
celebration, were it not for the additional information that now consumed
Tatum’s every thought.


Apparently there was the very real possibility of a plot
against the President’s life. Since the army couldn’t hope to cover all the
miles of track, the railroad was warning its employees to be on their guard.
News of any strangers should be reported by telegraph immediately. And there
was the rub. His cabin wasn’t equipped to receive messages without someone
climbing up a pole and connecting a telegraph key to the wire. In all innocence
he had left his daughter alone when a band of hired killers could be on the
loose. He had already lost his wife to disease. The notion of anything
happening to Sarah just didn’t bear thinking about.


‘For Christ’s sake,’ he mused despairingly, ‘can’t this
train move any faster?’










Chapter
Six


 


As afternoon advanced into evening, the enervating heat
began to ebb and the men started to grow restive. They had passed the time
languishing in the shade of the massive elevated water tank. For a short while
they had contemplated releasing a stream of water over themselves, but none of
them could be bothered to discover how it worked. In any case, they had long
ago become accustomed to the stink of their unwashed bodies. Dalton’s continued
absence puzzled them and also paved the way for a darker turn of events.


‘Where the hell can the son of a bitch have got to?’ whined
one of them called Nelson.


‘There’s nothing else out here worth a damn.’


‘He’s probably sitting up on one of those hilltops waiting
to see what we do,’ remarked Brad Taylor, who seemed to possess the most
intelligence of the four.


‘The hell with Mister Dalton,’ snarled a man named Forrest.
‘What are we going to do with that little lady over in the cabin?’


‘Doesn’t seem right that she’s sitting in there all on her
lonesome,’ added the fourth gun thug, who went by a number of aliases, but who
had recently settled on Van Dorn, simply because he liked the highborn sound of
it. ‘What say we pay her a visit? There’d be no harm in it and who knows, she
might even get to like us.’


One of them chuckled suggestively and then all four of the
stinking, sweat-stained trouble-causers clambered to their feet. If they had
had more than just the delightful Sarah Barklam on their minds, they might have
noticed that the iron rails had started to vibrate very slightly.


Over in the cabin, that young lady heard the approaching
footsteps and her blood turned cold. All afternoon she had been wondering when
they would get around to her and now the time had come. Knowing that she
couldn’t cover them all from the doorway, Sarah retreated to the corner of the
room. Cocking her rifle, she prayed for the mysterious Mr Brett to return.
Somehow she had sensed that he at least did not mean her any mischief.


By coincidence, she suddenly heard two noises at once. There
was a loud knocking on the cabin door and the more distant sound of an
approaching train. Which meant that her father would soon be home and, being
unarmed, might quite possibly be in mortal danger himself.


‘Open up, missy,’ called out Van Dorn playfully. ‘We don’t
mean you any harm. We just want some vittles, that’s all.’


‘All of you will stay outside,’ she boldly shouted back. ‘I
have a repeating rifle and I know how to use it.’


The door suddenly flew open with tremendous force, causing
Sarah to jump with surprise. The four men were grouped around the threshold and
she began to tremble slightly.


‘There’s no cause to be unfriendly,’ remarked Forrest. He
hawked a stream of chewing tobacco into the dirt before advancing into the
cabin. As his three companions swaggered in after him, Sarah drew in a deep
breath to calm her nerves and gestured threateningly with the rifle.


‘Don’t any of you come closer or I’ll fire,’ she stated
firmly.


Brad Taylor regarded her speculatively. ‘Have you ever
killed anyone, girl? Because there’s a whole world of difference between taking
someone’s life and just shooting at rocks and such.’


Sarah stared at him in horror and just couldn’t find any
words with which to answer. The four men had spread out into a semicircle
around her and were gazing at her intently. Lust was mingling with the sort of
excitement that they normally felt before a kill. They rarely entered into any
gunplay unless the odds were firmly on their side. So intent were they on the
young woman that the arrival of the train completely failed to register with
them.


 


Tatum viewed the four grazing horses with horrified alarm.
Where were their riders and, more to the point, where was his daughter? He
leapt to his feet, ran for the carriage’s open platform and waited impatiently
for the train to lose speed. It was then that he heard the muffled gunshot.
Almost beside himself with worry, Tatum dropped down from the moving carriage.
The engine had nearly come to a halt next to the water tank and he managed to
keep his balance. He was a fit, active man in his late forties and had no
problem sprinting for the cabin. All his attention was focused on that, so he
was totally oblivious to the surprised looks of the engine’s crew. Such was the
noise in the cab that they had not heard the shot.


With his heart thumping like an anvil, Tatum reached the
entrance and peered in. The scene was chaotic and did nothing to soothe his
fears. A pall of sulphurous smoke hung in the room. One man, a complete
stranger, was on his knees crying out with pain and anger. He was clutching his
right shoulder, which was covered in blood. Sarah was lying on the floor
groaning. The Henry rifle lay next to her.


‘The bitch really did it,’ wailed the wounded man. ‘For
Christ’s sake, look at me. I’m shot!’


In actual fact, no one was looking at the self-styled Van
Dorn. Considering their relative lack of intelligence, his three companions
reacted with great speed to Tatum’s sudden arrival. One of them, Forrest,
reached down and grabbed Sarah by the hair. Yanking her painfully to her feet,
he placed a cocked revolver to her head and commanded, ‘Don’t you move,
railroad man, or she takes a lead pill!’


The other two drew their weapons and pointed them at her
father. Brad Taylor gazed through the window at the stationary train waiting
expectantly next to the water tank. Remarkably, he immediately knew what needed
to be accomplished. ‘Get out there, mister. Do what’s necessary and send them
on their way with a big smile. Any little thing that doesn’t look right to us
and the girl takes a ball in the head. I’m guessing that you wouldn’t like that
over much.’


Tatum stared at his daughter in horror. Blood was trickling
from her nose and she was obviously dazed, but otherwise she appeared to be
unharmed. He had to keep her that way. From the engine cab there came a shouted
enquiry from the fireman.


‘Hey, Tatum. Are you all right in there?’


Nelson, a thin-featured consumptive, rasped out his own
harsh instructions.


‘Answer him, Tatum. Make things right out there and then
wander back in here, like you haven’t got a care in the world. Savvy?’


The railroad employee struggled to take in the sudden turn
of events. His mind was a whirling maelstrom of conflicting emotions. What
stirred him into action was the sure knowledge that Sarah’s survival depended
on what he did next. Backing carefully out of their cabin, he offered a wave of
acknowledgement to the fireman and then began an unhurried walk over to the
water tank. Once there, he took hold of a thick rope and pulled hard on it. A
long metal funnel that had been nestling vertically against the caulked wooden
tank swung down, so that its mouth hung directly over the engine’s own tank.


‘Christ almighty, Tatum,’ offered the engineer, who had
dropped down out of the cab to stretch his legs. ‘You look like you’ve seen a
ghost. What ails you, man?’


Tatum pulled another cord to release the water before
favouring the other man with a weak smile. ‘That damned beef that they gave me
back in Cheyenne must have been tainted. My guts are churning something
powerful.’


At least part of that statement was the truth and it seem to
satisfy the engineer, who replied sagely, ‘Ha, there’s no such thing as a free
lunch. They always come back to haunt you. Set yourself down in the privy for a
spell and you’ll be right as rain.’


With that he turned and wandered back to his cab. In reality
he was keen to be off. The heat was still unpleasant and at least there was a
breeze when they were on the move. In no time at all the engine’s tank was full
and Tatum heaved on another rope to shut off the stream of water. As the funnel
returned to its resting place, the fireman waved his thanks and closed the
cover on the locomotive. If Sarah’s father was ever going to summon help it had
to be now. And yet it was that intimate relationship that stopped him. Not even
the possibility of a threat to the President’s life could count for much
against that of his daughter’s. She was all that he had left.


With bitter resignation, he turned away from the train and
all its passengers and headed back towards captivity or worse. As he trudged
along, Tatum noticed the intruders’ discarded saddles. A scabbard attached to
each one held either a rifle or carbine, but they might as well have been in
California for all the good that they were to him. The only weapon that really counted
was the revolver held to Sarah’s head.


As the train slowly pulled away, the engineer hollered after
him.


‘Remember, treat yourself to a good shit, Tatum. Ha, ha,
ha.’


 


Brett Dalton lay at the peak of the reverse slope, a small
pair of field glasses held to his eyes. He watched with interest as a man leapt
from the moving carriage and rushed for the cabin. Since there was no sign of
his own motley crew, it could only mean that they were all inside; a fact that
greatly displeased him. Shortly after, the man returned to water the engine and
converse with one of its crew. It was only as the train began to pull away and
the lone individual returned to the cabin that Dalton went back to his horse.


He mounted up and headed carefully down the hillside towards
the railway track. The Union Pacific employee had disappeared and the train was
steaming its way east. The hired gun was very tired after his long ride through
the enervating heat, but deep inside of him a seething anger was building up.
Something was not right down at the pumping station, and if any of his men were
to blame, then they would suffer the torments of the damned. He had risked far
too much to allow some half-baked gunhand the chance to jeopardize everything.
His parley with the band of Lakota Sioux had been a terrifying experience, but
had yielded the required result. He had secured the allies that he needed for
the assault on the presidential train.


 


Tatum slammed the door behind him and glared impotently at
the four men. Sarah still had a gun muzzle pressed against her skull, but her
eyes blazed fire and her wits had obviously returned.


‘I should have gunned you all down while I had the chance,’
she somewhat implausibly stated.


‘My, my. You’re a real hellcat,’ responded Forrest
appreciatively, as he tightened his grip on her hair.


She winced with pain and stared at her father, as though
willing the unarmed man to do something, anything. Tatum spread his arms wide
to show that he did not represent a physical threat. His sole intention was to
get the gun away from her head, so he used the only weapon that he possessed.
Words.


‘How on earth do you four really expect to kill the
President of the United States? You’ve had all on handling this slip of a
girl.’


Even the wounded Van Dorn ceased his moaning as he absorbed
that.


‘What the hell are you on about?’ snarled the belligerent
Forrest. His revolver had swung away from Sarah, but was now pointing directly
at their accuser. ‘We ain’t here to kill anyone, are we?’ He glanced
incredulously at the others.


‘So what are you doing here?’ Tatum demanded.


It was then that Sarah found her tongue again. ‘There’s
another man in charge, Pa. He left hours ago.’


At that moment the door behind Tatum swung open and Brett
Dalton crossed the threshold.


‘Yes, but I’m back now,’ he remarked softly. His sharp eyes
took in the scene before him. Van Dorn’s shoulder wound. The carelessly
discarded Henry rifle. Forrest’s hand tightly intertwined in Sarah’s hair. And
most ominously, the blood on her face.


Shoving Tatum to one side, Dalton’s eyes almost seemed to
glaze over as he put the question.


‘Who made her bleed?’


Disconcertingly, he didn’t appear to be looking at anyone in
particular, yet all four men felt suddenly apprehensive; none more so than
Forrest, who immediately released his grip on the young woman.


‘She shot Van Dorn with that long gun, for Christ’s sake,’
he protested. ‘If she’d put us all down, where would you be without any
back-up?’


‘Probably better off, since you’re all just worthless scum.’
Dalton paused slightly, before repeating remorselessly, ‘Who made her bleed?’


For all the baking summer heat, the apparent temperature in
the cabin had plummeted. Forrest desperately peered around at his companions
for support, but none was forthcoming. The fact that his revolver was already
drawn gave him little comfort. Then, suddenly, his natural aggression returned
and he thought, The hell with it!


To Dalton he stated, ‘I had no choice. Either I hit her or
shot her. Seeing how pretty she is and how bored we were, that would have
seemed a waste.’


He leered over at the others, confident that his suggestive
remark would attract their support. The other three didn’t even smirk. They
remained rigid, their collective gaze fixed on Brett Dalton. That individual’s
expression was like a mask, except for his eyes. They seemed to contain a
lethal intensity, which completely entranced all of those in the cabin.


‘I told you to stay clear of the lady.’


Those who witnessed it would afterwards affirm that they had
never seen such speed in their lives. Only a fool or someone supremely
confident would draw against a man already holding a six-shooter. Dalton’s
right hand moved so swiftly that the action was just a blur. Belatedly, Forrest
realized that death was beckoning. He levelled his gun, but was just a split
second too late. As the assassin’s Colt crashed out, the ball caught Forrest in
his heart and he was dead before hitting the floor.


With their ears ringing painfully, the five stunned
onlookers regarded Dalton with a mixture of fear and awe. Seeing that one
chamber was sufficient, he returned his revolver to its oiled belly holster.


Almost as an afterthought he remarked, ‘Oh and you were
right, railroad man. We are here to kill the President.’


‘What on earth for?’ croaked Tatum unsteadily.


‘The best of all reasons. Money!’










Chapter
Seven


 


By the time that Thad had finished his business in
Julesburg’s telegraph office his shamefaced assistant had returned. Jud was
mortified that the individual whom he had earlier knocked out had managed to
get clean away. In his eagerness to reach the storeroom, he had lost his
eyebrows and some hair to the intolerable heat and was not a happy man. The
saloon-cum-hotel had collapsed in on its own rudimentary foundations and was
now just a smoking ruin. Everything in it was irrevocably lost, a fact
guaranteed to displease the settlement’s heavy drinkers.


‘I hope you fared better,’ Jud remarked hopefully.


‘For better or worse, it’s out of our hands for now,’ Thad
grimly responded. ‘I telegraphed the marshal at North Platte, asking him to
hold Grant’s train there whenever it might arrive. I gave him my reasons, but I
wouldn’t bet a plugged nickel for his chances. The President is an ornery son
of a bitch at the best of times. He may decide to just steam on through.’


‘So what do we do?’ Jud queried, quietly relieved that it
wasn’t his decision.


That had already made up his mind. ‘We head for Fort
Sedgwick and see if there’s any kind of garrison there. These good citizens of
Julesburg have got at least one body to bury and I’m mighty sure they’ll be
glad to see the back of us.’


His companion was plainly puzzled. ‘But there are soldiers
on the train. Why do we need any more?’


‘Think about it!’ Thad hissed. ‘This fellow Dalton is sure
to know that and yet he’s still proceeding. Which means that he is not worried
and we should be. In such circumstances I am quite prepared to ride a few extra
miles to recruit some soldier boys.’


 


Fort Sedgwick was an imposing yet unusual structure situated
near the South Platte River. The walls must have been all of fifteen feet high,
but they weren’t made of wood or any form of building block. Constructed on the
vast empty plains before the arrival of the railroad, it had required massive
quantities of prairie marble and a prodigious amount of effort from the
garrison’s enlisted men.


The first signs were not encouraging. There were no sentries
on the walls and both main gates were hanging open. There was an unmistakable
aura of dereliction. The two men regarded each other with sinking hearts. It
had been no easy task to get there. After the destruction that they had wrought
in Julesburg, the liveryman had been very reluctant to rent them any horses or
supply them with directions. It had required the production of Thad’s Justice
Department shield and a deal of threatening language. And all the while time
was passing.


Thad cursed softly as they rode unchallenged through the
gates. Then, unexpectedly, movement registered on his peripheral vision and he
swung round in his saddle.


‘And just who the devil are you two boyos?’


The accent was unmistakably Irish, just as the weapon aimed
vaguely in their direction was unmistakably a Spencer carbine. The lawmen
reined in and watched as a burly, blue-clad figure emerged from the nearest
building. He was ruddy-faced, red-haired and belligerent. On each sleeve of his
tunic there were three yellow chevrons, topped by three bars. The colour
indicated that he belonged to a cavalry regiment.


Thad raised both hands in a placating gesture. ‘Easy there,
Sergeant. We’re no threat to you, but we do need to see your commanding
officer. Immediately.’


‘Immediately, is it? Well it’s quartermaster sergeant to
you, mister. And this place might not look much now, but it’s still army
property. So I’ll decide who you see and when.’


Thad’s eyes glinted dangerously. He just didn’t have time
for all this. Keeping his hands in plain sight and away from any weapons, he
motioned his horse slowly towards the soldier. That individual relaxed his
stance, confident that he had established his superiority. Without warning,
Thad dug in his heels hard and urged his mount forward. The animal leapt towards
the startled cavalryman and struck him a glancing blow as it charged past.


Viciously tugging on the bit, the lawman dismounted before
the beast had even stopped. He raced over to the prone and winded soldier and
kicked the carbine out of reach. The man’s revolver was securely tucked away in
a flap holster and so presented no immediate threat.


‘Don’t ever point a gun at me again, Sergeant!’


Before he could say anything else there was a flurry of
activity at the far side of the compound. Half a dozen blue-coated figures
emerged from a building and ran towards them. Thankfully, one of them was quite
obviously an officer. Thad withdrew the brass shield of office from his pocket
and, holding it high, strode over to meet him. Mindful of what had just
occurred, Jud also dismounted and stood close to the panting NCO.


The fresh-faced young officer regarded the unfamiliar shield
with bewilderment.


‘Just what is the meaning of this?’ he demanded in a
strangely high-pitched voice.


Maintaining steady eye contact, Thad stated his case. ‘My
name is Thaddeus McEvoy. This is Jud Parker. We both work for the Justice
Department. I answer directly to US Attorney-General Williams.’


So far so good. The officer was wide-eyed and paying full
attention.


‘You may or may not know that President Grant is heading
this way on a special train. I have reason to believe that there will be an
attempt on his life.’ Thad made no effort to lower his voice. He wanted every
enlisted man in the post on side when they pulled out, including the quartermaster
sergeant. As he continued, he heard that man stomping up behind him, no doubt
shadowed by Jud. Then, gratifyingly, the officer impatiently waved him away and
the threat abruptly receded.


‘I have here a document that authorizes me to requisition anything
and anybody that I see fit.’ With that he handed the oilskin folder over and
allowed its recipient time to read it.


The soldier blinked repeatedly as he digested Thad’s really
quite extraordinary powers. Sweat poured down his face and it wasn’t all due to
the summer heat. He swallowed and eventually asked a question. ‘Why do you need
our help? Surely President Grant already has an army escort?’


‘Oh, yeah. General Sherman has provided him with a sizeable
detachment equipped with Trapdoor Springfields, but I don’t think that that’s
going to be enough.’ Gesturing vaguely towards the west, Thad continued, ‘There
is a very dangerous man on the loose out there who already knows exactly what
he’s up against.’ Disconcertingly, he suddenly laughed and favoured the officer
with a genuine smile before adding: ‘Like it or not, you are working for me
now, or I will have your commission, Lieutenant. . . ?’


The young man had the good grace to accept the inevitable.
Folding and returning the justice man’s bona fides, he replied, ‘Galloway, sir.
Lieutenant Frederick Galloway of the Fifth Cavalry. My men and I are currently
assigned to the Department of the Platte.’


‘Good, good,’ Thad responded impatiently. ‘But how many of
you are there?’


Galloway’s features registered embarrassment. ‘Not as many
as you might like, Mr McEvoy. Fort Sedgwick no longer has a garrison. If the
army needs to chase redskins out here now, they just use the railroad to move
troops about. I have Quartermaster Sergeant O’Halloran and thirty men. We are
removing anything of value from the fort before it is abandoned.’


So that was it! The Justice Department had suddenly acquired
an army of thirty-two bluecoats. Thad could only pray to God that it would be
enough.


 


A short while later thirty-four men rode out of Fort
Sedgwick in the traditional column-of-twos formation. The enlisted men all
carried with them an air of anticipation, for this was no routine assignment.
Their lives normally consisted of boredom and hardship; fatigues and endless
guard duty on the frontier, enlivened by patrols and the occasional moment of
paralyzing fear. The sudden arrival of two civilians had changed all that. Now
they were setting out on a grand mission to find and protect the President of
the United States. And, even better, they had seen Patrick O’Halloran
unceremoniously bounced into the dust.


‘You’d better not be after trying anything like that again,
Mister Justice Department Man, sir!’ The quartermaster sergeant regarded the
lawman through narrowed eyes as they jogged along next to each other. In his
experience, military and civilian authorities made a bad combination and this
one had certainly got off to a bad start.


‘Maybe I was a bit rough on you,’ McEvoy allowed. ‘But time
is short and needs must. Besides, you Irish are known for taking hard knocks in
your stride.’


‘And ain’t that the truth?’ O’Halloran responded with the
makings of a smile.


‘So what do I call you, without always having to fight you?’
Thad enquired. ‘By the time I call out, “Watch out, Quartermaster Sergeant
O’Halloran” you could be stone dead from a Sioux arrow.’


The NCO chuckled. He was actually beginning to take a shine
to this lawman.


‘Well, seeing as you appear to outrank me, I reckon
“Sergeant” will do.’


Thad reached over for a vigorous shake of hands. That brief
contact was enough to cement an understanding of sorts and he replied, ‘Very
well, Sergeant. Now, you’ll have to excuse me while I parley with your officer.
He really needs to know what he’s getting himself into.’ He urged his horse to
greater speed and overhauled the young lieutenant. That man was looking around
edgily, as though expecting to be attacked at any moment.


‘It’s not us they’re after, Lieutenant,’ Thad remarked
lightly. ‘Grant’s train is the target, wherever the hell that is right now.’


The young man released a deep sigh and coloured slightly.
‘Sorry, sir. Only I’m new to all this. This is my first posting out West and I
haven’t even seen any hostile Indians yet.’


‘And hopefully you won’t,’ replied Thad, wondering at the same
time whether the lieutenant had just uttered a prophetic statement. ‘It’s white
men that we’re after and it is only fair that you should know my intentions.
I’m not a religious man, but I hope and pray that Grant’s train is still well
to the east of us. Even if he received my warning, he may or may not have
chosen to heed it. To save time, I propose to ride directly to the town of
Sydney, rather than shadow the track. We’ll keep going until the light has gone
and we have to camp for the night, but it’s still going to be late morning
before we get there. I believe that any ambuscade will take place further west,
well away from all settlements.’


The young officer regarded him curiously. ‘What do you know
of the man that we’re after?’


Thad’s features perceptibly hardened. As he spoke, there was
a chillingly matter-of-fact edge to his tone.


‘I have never seen him. His name is Dalton and he is a
professional assassin for hire. He has a gang of gun thugs with him, but
they’ve been whittled down some. Jud and I paroled five of them to Jesus in
Julesburg this very morning.’


Galloway’s jaw dropped. In his short time on active service,
he had not actually seen any action. Yet here he was in company with a man
fresh from a great deal of bloodletting. The harsh reality of the situation
suddenly dawned on him. He was now part of some deadly game of cat and mouse
that made his laborious task in Fort Sedgwick seem somehow suddenly very
appealing.


 


Total darkness on the plains came very late at that time of
year. Even at ten o’clock it was still possible to make out the solitary rider
as he approached the pumping station. He was a long way off and moving slowly,
as though all was not well with him.


‘And he’s not the only one out there,’ Nelson asserted
nervously. ‘There’s someone up in those hills watching this place.’


‘That’ll be the Lakota,’ Dalton responded blandly. ‘I know
about them. It’s this one I’m interested in.’


‘Redskins!’ bleated Van Dorn plaintively. His shoulder had
been bandaged, but he was still in a great deal of pain. The prospect of an
Indian attack appalled him. ‘I thought you weren’t supposed to be able to see
those devils.’


‘Unless they want you to,’ Dalton retorted. ‘Since I invited
them here, they are probably just letting me know that they have arrived.’


That information was just too much for the men in the cabin.
Brad Taylor leapt to his feet, face flushed and angry.


‘We’re working for you, Mr Dalton, and you’re like greased
lightning with that belly gun, but if you want us to do a proper job for you
it’s time you told us just what the hell is going on!’


Dalton viewed him through narrowed eyes. He was deciding
whether it was the right opportunity and came to the conclusion that, yes it
was. He had plenty of time before their lone visitor arrived. So, without any
preamble, he launched straight into the astounding plan.


‘President Grant is riding the rails to re-election in a
special train. Conveniently for us it is festooned in flags and banners, so our
friends up there won’t miss it.’


‘Friends!’ spat Nelson. ‘They’re just a bunch of murdering
savages.’


‘And you’re not?’ countered their leader scornfully.
‘They’re doing it to survive. What’s your excuse?’


Taylor, the more thoughtful of the gunmen, was puzzled. ‘But
what has attracted them to attack this particular train? Killing the Great
White Father would be the end of them. The army would never let up.’


Dalton favoured him with a cold smile. ‘Because someone told
them that the special passenger was actually a certain Columbus Delano,
Secretary of the Interior. He is the man behind the hated reservation system
and he just happens to support the slaughter of all the buffalo. They were also
told that there are many rifles and much ammunition just for the taking. What
they weren’t told was that they would have to take them from the soldiers to
whom they’d been issued.’


‘Clever,’ allowed Taylor. ‘Very clever.’


‘I know,’ replied Dalton without any sign of smugness. ‘And
we are going to make sure it can’t fail. With the help of this railroad man, we
will take over the engine and turn Grant into a sitting duck. Even if his
escort can handle the Lakota, they won’t be expecting trouble from us.’


He felt a glow of satisfaction at the prospect of such
success and the money that it would bring him, until he encountered Sarah’s
unblinking gaze. Its sheer intensity was disconcerting, even for him. It
contained a mixture of scorn and loathing and yet something else besides.
Whatever that ‘something else’ was, it was enough to make him decide to vacate
the cabin. For some strange reason, what she thought of him seemed to matter.


 


‘Sweet Jesus, it’s Baker!’ exclaimed Taylor with genuine
surprise. ‘Why’s he all on his lonesome?’


Dalton and his two remaining able-bodied men were standing
in the gathering gloom as their visitor slowly walked his horse up to them. The
assassin did not trouble to answer, as he had already made the obvious
assumption and didn’t relish the likely consequences. Still, it was worth
hearing what the oaf had to say.


Baker painfully reined in before them and just sat his horse
in silence. Then, as Taylor advanced to help him, he suddenly toppled sideways
out of the saddle. Taylor just managed to catch him before he crashed to the
hard earth.


‘Water,’ he croaked through parched lips.


As Nelson turned away to get a canteen, Dalton stated
bluntly, ‘You can have all the damned water you want, once you’ve told me what
happened.’


‘He’d talk a whole lot faster after some water, you
bastard,’ muttered Nelson under his breath.


Baker, hatless and sun-blistered, groaned feebly and
struggled to produce some words. Even in the bad light, the huge bruise on his
forehead was plain to see.


‘All five . . . dead as a wagon tyre. Those law dogs torched
the saloon and killed everyone in it. Women, children, babies an’ all.’


Dalton felt an unaccustomed shock flow through him. Even
allowing for Baker’s undoubted exaggeration, it was still turning out to be a
day for surprises. The lawmen had to be very good at their jobs to wreak such
havoc. Turning away dismissively, he drifted over towards the railroad track.
The night air was oppressive and did nothing to improve his mood. He felt
desperately weary, but knew that he had to think things through. For in truth,
he was under almost intolerable pressure. The lack of knowledge as to just when
Grant’s train would arrive was partly responsible. He couldn’t risk connecting
to the telegraph wires in case any messages were intercepted by the unusually
persistent lawmen. And just where the hell were they at that moment? It was an important
consideration now that he and his men were committed to remaining at the
Barklam’s water stop.


That name suddenly brought thoughts of the young lady
flooding into his head. It had been a bad call killing Forrest, but the sight
of blood on her lovely face had aroused a burning rage within him.


‘Why did you kill that horrible man?’


The hushed and uncannily timed question came from behind and
to the side of him and caused Dalton momentary alarm. How had she managed to
get so close? It was a sign of just how tired he was. Slowly turning, he was
able to make out her delectable features as she stared earnestly up at him.


‘Because he disobeyed my orders. I told them all to stay
away from you.’ That was only part of it, but he couldn’t tell her the main
reason. ‘It made them realize that my intentions were serious. Besides,’ he
added lightly and with a smile, ‘you shot Van Dorn first.’


‘I only winged him,’ she corrected, before snorting
disdainfully. ‘Anyway, he deserved it and what’s more he doesn’t sound anything
like a Dutchman to me.’


‘A lot of people aren’t what they seem,’ the gunman answered
cryptically.


‘But you must be,’ she decided bleakly. ‘If you are
intending to murder your president for money.’


From over by the cabin there were scuffling sounds. Dalton
glanced over sharply, but relaxed when he realized that it was only Nelson
helping Baker over to the water. ‘He did well to find us here,’ he remarked
quietly, before returning his attention to the girl. Christ, but she had lovely
eyes!


‘Grant is not my president,’ he blurted out. ‘Besides,
titles mean nothing to me. He is just a man like any other. Do you know how
many thousands of his own men that he slaughtered in Virginia, throwing them
needlessly against Lee’s fortifications?’


Sarah remained silent. What could she say to an accusation
like that? She knew nothing of war.


‘What you need to think about is that pa of yours,’ Dalton
continued. ‘He’s got the mark of a brave man and brave men get themselves
killed. When that train arrives, I don’t want any heroics. You tell him that,
huh? He does exactly what I say and I promise that neither of you will get
hurt.’


Sarah stared up at his dark features. There was something
chillingly reprehensible about the man but, as when she first met him, she felt
strangely drawn to him. ‘I will do my best,’ she stated simply, before turning
away and returning to the cabin and her anxious father.


‘Let’s hope that is good enough,’ Dalton murmured into the
darkness as he in turn headed for the horses. His body urgently craved sleep,
but Baker’s solitary arrival had changed things. If those damned lawmen were
still dogging his trail, then they needed to be given a little something extra
to keep them occupied.


As Dalton reluctantly saddled his horse, Brad Taylor
materialized through the gloom to enquire as to his intentions. That man
appeared to possess the most intelligence in his much-reduced gang, so he took
the trouble to explain his actions.


‘Shouldn’t take me long,’ he concluded. ‘But if you hear any
shooting, you’ll know that they didn’t take to their additional duties and all
bets are off.’


‘Fair enough,’ Taylor replied shortly. He didn’t need
telling just how cheap life could be on the frontier.










Chapter
Eight


 


U.S. (Unconditional Surrender, as he was known in the war)
Grant cautiously opened his eyes and groaned. He was known to enjoy a drink and
the previous night, the good citizens of North Platte, Nebraska, had
shamelessly plied him with alcohol and good food. It was not every day that a
serving president arrived in town and they had fully intended to make the best
of it.


Closing his eyes, he shifted position on the cot in his
private sleeping quarters. Then he heard voices outside and even on the roof as
the soldiers went about their morning routine.


‘That’s it,’ he decided ruefully. ‘If they’re up, then I’m
up. Once a soldier, always a soldier.’


A short while later the President, clad in a sober
frock-coat, was drinking strong coffee in the day carriage. Secretary Delano
entered, showing no signs of any ill-effects from the previous night.


‘Good morning, Mr President,’ he announced brightly.


‘ ’Morning, Columbus,’ Grant managed. His head was aching
abominably and he really didn’t want company. Then again, the pain was telling
him that he’d definitely had enough of North Platte. With an effort he asked,
‘Where are we steaming off for today, pray tell?’


As expected, the Secretary of the Interior had all the
answers. ‘Julesburg, Colorado first. We won’t be there long. By all accounts it
has a grim history and hasn’t improved with time. Then on to Sydney, Nebraska
for a little glad-handing. After that across the border into Wyoming and ending
the day in Cheyenne. Big town. Should be good for a rousing speech.’


The President groaned. Just at that moment, making any kind
of speech was the last thing that he felt like. ‘And what about the threat of
bloody violence to my person? Any news on that?’


‘Nothing at all,’ reported Delano. ‘But that doesn’t make it
less real.’


Grant snorted. For a brief instant he actually wished for
some incident to befall them. Something, anything, just to interrupt the
interminable round of speechmaking. If nothing else, news of the President
personally braving danger had to be good for a few votes. Then breakfast was
announced and the moment was gone. Or so he thought!


 


Quartermaster Sergeant O’Halloran none too gently booted the
slumbering troopers awake. Bugle calls had been strictly forbidden in what was
very possibly enemy territory. Dawn was barely upon them, but Thad McEvoy was
keen to be off and for the foreseeable future his word was law. The column of
twos had managed to cover about ten miles the previous night, leaving them with
roughly twenty more to reach Sydney. In such weather a cold camp was no
hardship, but they all rode off regretting the lack of that first mug of
coffee.


They had barely a couple of miles left to travel when two
unrelated things occurred. A burst of whistling from a steam engine was plainly
audible in the distance, and a single gunshot rang out. A horse abruptly reared
up in agony, throwing its rider. The trooper fell heavily on the sun-baked
ground and lay still.


‘Dismount,’ O’Halloran yelled superfluously.


The designated horse-holders took four mounts each. The
remaining twenty-one men formed up in a skirmish line in front of their officer
and ranking NCO and then dropped down on to the grass.


‘Neatly done,’ commented Jud admiringly, as he and Thad
remained in the rear. It made sense to let the cavalry get on about its
business.


‘Watch for smoke,’ bellowed the sergeant. At that precise
moment another projectile ploughed into the earth just beyond the horse herd. A
diminutive, sulphurous cloud appeared above a small rise some 200 yards away.


‘Corporal Deacon’s squad, fire for effect,’ O’Halloran
commanded.


It was plain to see who was really in charge of the
detachment. Seven carbines crashed out in unison. Dust was kicked up at the
correct range, but since their assailant was hidden none of the bullets
penetrated flesh.


‘What are their numbers, Sergeant?’ demanded Galloway, who
was keen to demonstrate some semblance of command.


O’Halloran ran a meaty hand over his grizzled features and
murmured to himself, ‘God save us from shavetails.’ Aloud, he replied, ‘That
kind of depends on what their intentions are, sir. If they are just trying to
slow us up, well then one man is as good as an army. On the other hand, if it’s
redskins out there they might be looking to draw us in for a repeat of the
Fetterman massacre.’


The lieutenant visibly paled at such a scenario and appeared
to be lost for words, but Thad had heard enough. An uneasy assumption was
forming in his mind that suggested a connection with their current predicament
and their position relative to the rail track. It was time to force events.


‘Mr Galloway, I suspect that this is connected to our
pursuit. I suggest you flush out these bushwhackers, so that we can be on our
way.’


The young officer blinked and then, in a vain attempt at
face-saving, called over to his subordinate. ‘I believe that we should flush
them out, Sergeant O’Halloran. You may proceed.’


‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’ The NCO’s face was a picture,
but he had sense enough not to push it. Then there was another gunshot and a
horse-holder yelped with pain. He had been struck in the left arm, but had
gamely clung on to all the reins in his charge.


‘Deacon,’ yelled O’Halloran. ‘Your squad, independent fire.’
He then detailed the two remaining squads to advance on either flank. As
sustained fire rattled out those men leapt to their feet and moved swiftly
forward. If it were an ambush, then they would soon find out.


The two lawmen watched as the soldiers approached the rise.
Suddenly, as if from nowhere, a painted warrior rose up into view astride a
pony. Screaming out some form of challenge, that individual fired once for
effect, before racing off to the west. All of the troopers returned fire, but a
man on a speeding horse makes for a difficult target and every bullet missed
its mark.


‘No massacre today, sir,’ reported O’Halloran on his return.
His officer’s features tightened at the veiled sarcasm and boded ill for the
future. It was never wise to upset an officer, however junior he might be. The
situation was not helped by Thad who, beset with impatience, was no longer
bothered with the proprieties.


‘See to your wounded and saddle up, Sergeant. We’re for
Sydney at all speed and I just hope that we’re in time!’


 


The special train pulled into Sydney, Nebraska in a swirl of
flags and superheated steam. Grant was adjusting his cravat, prior to stepping
out on the open platform for some suitably presidential posturing. Alongside
the track a curious crowd was forming, drawn by the shrill whistle. Yet,
puzzlingly, they were also pointing and staring off into the distance.


The carriage door opened and Captain Beauchamp strode in. He
was a young, good-looking officer with impressive sideburns, who had been given
command of the presidential detail by General Sherman himself. Years before, as
a newly commissioned second lieutenant, he had come to his commanding general’s
attention during the Union Army’s march through Georgia. He had proved himself
adept at both administration and battlefield command. Even in the vastly
smaller post-war army, he was obviously destined for greater things. Now,
although not easily spooked, the concern on his face was plain to see.


‘Gunfire, Mr President. Off to the south-east.’


At that moment, and with the door still open, there was the
unmistakable sound of volley fire. The captain was under no illusions as to his
duty. ‘I think we should get out of here, now, sir. While we still have steam
pressure.’


Grant bristled with annoyance. He had already cut short the
visit to Julesburg that morning, mainly because there had been little apparent
reason to linger. The town’s largest saloon was a smoking ruin and the low-life
residents seemed to have little interest in anything beyond the urgent
necessity of replacing their destroyed joy juice. Even as his train had pulled
away from the Union Pacific depot, the President had been trying to get to
grips with a report that the disastrous blaze had actually been started by an
agent of the Justice Department. Now, however, he had other things on his mind.


‘It just doesn’t sit well with me to cut and run, Captain.’


That officer was acutely aware of the President’s
outstanding military credentials.


‘I can understand that, sir, but under the circumstances I
think it would be for the best. It’s not just you as an individual that I am
responsible for. It’s also the office of president and what that represents.’


As if to punctuate that remark there was another burst of
firing and Secretary Delano arrived through the other door.


‘Well said, Captain. Now get this train moving!’ To Grant he
stated, ‘You’re not fighting a war now. You’re on a re-election campaign. We
can’t just sit around waiting to be attacked, Mr President. I’m told that we
can take on water at a pumping station near Lodgepole Creek, so there’s no need
to remain here.’


The army officer stood his ground without comment. He knew
exactly where his orders came from. Grant fixed his gaze on him and reluctantly
nodded his assent. ‘See to it, Captain Beauchamp.’


That man saluted, left the cabin and began bellowing out
commands.


‘He’s a good officer,’ Grant commented quietly. ‘I can see
why Sherman picked him for this trip.’


Shortly after, the carriage shuddered as the engine took up
the strain and began to pull them out of Sydney. The townsfolk peered up at the
country’s departing leader and shook their heads in disbelief. It occurred to
more than one of them that the former commanding general was not showing a
great deal of courage under fire that day. Inside the plush carriage that
individual shook his head regretfully.


‘I don’t think there’ll be many votes coming my way from
this place.’


 


The column of soldiers swept into Sydney at speed. There
were plenty of citizens on the main street and their apprehension was obvious.
Picking one likely fellow, Thad called over to him.


‘We heard a steam whistle. What news of the President’s
train?’


The man scornfully spat a stream of tobacco juice into the
dust. ‘That lily-livered bastard pulled out as soon as the shooting started. He
won’t be getting my vote and that’s for sure. Say, what was that ruckus
anyhow?’


‘God damn it to hell,’ snarled Thad in exasperation.
Completely ignoring the aggrieved citizen, he called over to Jud. ‘Tell
Galloway to leave his wounded here and be ready to move out. I’m going to
telegraph Cheyenne to hold the train if it gets there. It’s no coincidence that
that redskin jumped us. There are probably more of them dotted about to cover
plenty of country. Somebody’s got them riled up and that’s no error!’


Less than twenty minutes later the column was on its way
again, only this time in hot pursuit. The wounded trooper had been left with
the local sawbones, so they were no longer a horse short. The man who had taken
a heavy tumble had recovered and was gamely riding along. Every single enlisted
man seemed to have realized the urgency of their mission, so there were no
shirkers or malingerers.


‘The engine will have to take on water at a pumping station
just over the border,’ Thad bellowed to the lieutenant over the pounding of
hoofs. ‘It’s run by a man and his daughter and there’s no telegraph station
there.’


Galloway nodded but maintained a brooding silence. Things
were happening too fast for the young officer. A civilian had usurped his
position and in his opinion the events so far hadn’t proved conclusively that
there was any direct threat to the President’s train. Yet if he had been able
to obtain a bird’s-eye view of the water stop, all of his doubts would have
vanished in an instant.


 


Brett Dalton carefully placed a kerchief on the iron rail
and then pressed his ear to it. Even through the material, he could feel the
fierce heat absorbed from the midday sun. There was something else as well and
it made him smile. A vibration that could mean only one thing. Since there were
no scheduled trains due, it had to signify the imminent arrival of the President
of the United States.


He clambered to his feet, drew his Colt and fired twice.
That was the signal to alert the Lakota war party up in the hills. His own men
looked up expectantly. Three of them were lounging in the shade of the elevated
water tank, along with a stony-faced Tatum Barklam. His daughter remained in
the cabin under the watchful eye of the wounded Van Dorn. This time her hands
were tied and there was no sign of the Henry rifle.


Already that morning Tatum had been forced into the charade
of appearing relaxed and untroubled before the crew of the Cheyenne train. Now
it appeared that his greatest test was imminent. And yet, how could he just
stand by whilst President Grant was gunned down by hired killers? His guts were
churning relentlessly from the torturous anxiety. If only he could get Sarah
away from that bastard in the cabin!


Dalton strode vigorously towards them. His terrible
weariness of the previous night had vanished. This was to be his big payday.
Nothing could ever surpass this. His searching eyes took in the scene before
him and he knew exactly what was required.


‘Baker, you ain’t yourself yet. Lead the horses round the
back of the cabin again and keep them there. We don’t want anyone on that train
getting suspicious. Taylor, you and me will follow Barklam over to the train,
as though we are just innocent passengers not realizing who’s on board. We’ll
carry our bedrolls with our rifles inside.’


The gunman suddenly stopped and stared long and hard at
Tatum. ‘When I look at your face, railroad man, I see something I don’t like.
So let me tell you this one time only. Anything goes wrong, any little thing at
all and the girl’s dead meat. Your fault, my fault, anybody’s fault, it doesn’t
matter to me. You understand me, railroad man?’


Tatum Barklam returned the stare. He was seething with anger
and loathing, but at the end of the day he knew that he simply had no choice.
Very slowly, he nodded his head.


Dalton grunted. ‘Say it!’


Tatum drew in a deep breath and replied through gritted
teeth. ‘I understand.’


A smile flitted across Dalton’s features, which totally
failed to reach his eyes. ‘Well now, that wasn’t too hard, was it?’


With that, he turned away and ambled over towards his
bedroll. He thanked Christ that he’d got Barklam’s measure, because he knew in
his heart that in reality he just could not harm Sarah, no matter what the
provocation. Van Dorn had actually been instructed to stay with the young woman
to ensure that no harm came to her, on pain of death.


Nelson’s reedy voice called out, ‘I can see the train, boss.
It sure does look pretty with all those flags and such.’


‘It begins, then,’ remarked the hired gun with remarkable
composure. ‘Nelson, you stay out of the way until we’ve taken the engine. If we
should get into trouble, give us covering fire. Once the Lakota come barrelling
down that hillside, nobody will give a damn about us.’ As if to punctuate that
remark, a sustained whistle shrieked out a short way down the rails. ‘Looks
like this is it, boys. Remember what I told you, railroad man!’


 


Captain Jonas Beauchamp was with ten of his men in the
carriage behind the engine tender. As the whistle blew long and hard, he
stepped out on to the open platform followed by a sergeant. As his keen eyes
scrutinized the surroundings he suddenly felt strangely uneasy. It was
certainly a godforsaken, sun-blasted spot in which to spend one’s life. There
wasn’t another human being for miles around. It was a pity that they had to
stop to take on water, but they just couldn’t risk allowing the engine to
overheat.


As the presidential train drew closer, three men emerged
from the shade of the huge water tank. One was wearing the overalls of a Union
Pacific employee, whilst the others were carrying bedrolls and appeared to be
ill-informed potential passengers. Then again, considered the captain, if that
was what they were, then how had they got to such an isolated spot in the first
place? There were no horses picketed near by and the station did not possess a
stable.


Some sixth sense nibbled away at him like an itch and so he
turned to the NCO.


‘Tell your men to stand to, Sergeant. I want them outside as
soon as we stop.’


As the other man returned inside, Beauchamp snorted to
himself. He was being over cautious and he knew it. What possible threat could
two men be to the train? He had soldiers on the roof of all the carriages and
further back there was another railroad car filled with blue-coated infantry.
As the locomotive slowed to a halt by the water tank, the man in overalls waved
up at the engineer and the captain stepped aside to allow his men access to the
steps.


‘It’ll do them no harm to get some air,’ he considered. ‘And
who knows, they might even get a glimpse of Barklam’s daughter who, according
to the fireman, is supposed to be quite a beauty.’










Chapter
Nine


 


The three men moved steadily towards the massive, panting
engine, but there was nothing companionable about their progress. The Union
Pacific employee felt as though there was a tight band constricting his chest.
He longed to scream out a warning to the watching crew and then run like hell,
but of course he could do no such thing. His daughter’s life was simply too
precious.


‘Hi there, Tatum. Ben said you’d been down with the cramps.
If you ask me you still don’t look so good.’ The engineer had obviously spoken
with the crew of the previous day’s eastbound train and was keen to explore the
gossip.


Before any strained reply could be offered, Brett Dalton
hustled forward.


‘Howdy, friend. Me and my partner here are seeking passage
to Cheyenne. Might you have any spare seats?’


At that moment there came the clomping of heavy boots and
for no apparent reason a file of infantry began to descend from the nearest
carriage. The assassin’s plan to simply take over the engine unopposed was
suddenly in tatters. He had to think on his feet and fast. Abruptly switching
his attention to the fireman, he innocently asked, ‘Do you know how to drive
this marvellous machine?’


That man, his face covered in soot and sweat, favoured him
with a simple smile. ‘Sure can, mister.’ Glancing nervously at the burly
engineer, he added, ‘There’s nothing to it really.’


Dalton, gripping his Winchester inside the bedroll, replied,
‘Well that’s hard luck for you,’ and squeezed the trigger.


There was a muffled crash and blood gushed from the
fireman’s chest as he fell back against the tender. For a brief moment everyone
seemed to be frozen in time. Then all hell broke loose. Throwing his bedroll up
into the cab, the gunfighter yelled at Taylor, ‘Blast the driver!’


Drawing his Colt with breathtaking speed, Dalton next opened
up on the startled soldiers. Those men were all armed and on their feet, but
they might as well have been mere sitting ducks. Having been ordered to ‘stand
to’, they had unslung their single-shot breech-loaders, but were congregated
near the carriage steps, completely unprepared for violent action. In a blaze
of rapid firing, Dalton emptied his revolver and every ball struck flesh and
blood. Miraculously, there were no misfires. Taylor, having shot the engineer
in the back of his head as he tried to flee, also dumped his rifle and added to
the chaos by replicating his leader’s actions.


Dalton holstered his empty belt gun and leapt up into the
bloodstained cab. ‘Nelson,’ he bellowed out, ‘kill anybody holding a gun.’


That individual opened up a rapid fire on the remaining
soldiers before switching his attention to those sitting on the nearest
carriage roof, thereby completing the rout. He was momentarily aware of Tatum
Barklam dashing past his line of sight but, knowing him to be unarmed, chose to
ignore him.


 


Captain Beauchamp was momentarily stunned. The air was
abruptly filled with agonized screams. Without any prior warning his men were
collapsing in a welter of blood and gore. Well-handled revolvers at close range
had all but wiped them out. Making a conscious effort, he drew his service
revolver from its flap holster and yelled at his sergeant, ‘Get more men up
here, now!’


At that moment and unbeknown to the captain, the hillside on
the far side of the train erupted into vivid life. Scores of half-naked,
garishly daubed warriors galloped down towards the track. They were brandishing
a variety of weapons and shrieking like demented demons. For those unused to
fighting the Plains Indians, the overall effect was mind-numbingly terrifying.


In the rearmost carriage Columbus Delano swept the thick
curtain aside and peered out at the advancing horde. His blood ran cold as his
orderly mind grasped the awful reality of the situation.


‘Sweet Jesus!’ he exclaimed. ‘Where the hell are the
soldiers?’ His bowels had suddenly turned to mush and he felt a very real need
to use the privy.


‘Do you know how to use one of these?’ Grant was sitting at
his mahogany desk, calmly checking the chambers of a brace of gleaming Navy
Colts. They had been presented to the President and war hero by a
representative of the Colt Armory in Hartford, Connecticut.


‘I’ve never fired a gun in my life,’ cried Delano. He
appeared aghast that the President should even consider such action.


‘Well, keep out of my goddamned way, then,’ Grant snarled
back. His features registered the steely determination that had stood him in
such good stead during the War Between the States.


 


Dalton dragged the rifle from his bedroll and levered a
cartridge into the firing chamber. Taylor, having emptied his own revolver, had
joined him up in the cab. With most of the soldiers either dead or crawling off
down the side of the track, he felt the heady elation of success.


‘Hot dang! We did it, boss,’ he yelled delightedly.


‘We’ve done nothing yet,’ returned the other man. ‘Grant’s
still alive.’


‘So what do we do next?’


‘Hold this engine and let the Lakota do their part. With us
here, this train is going nowhere.’ With that, Dalton grabbed his revolver and
pushed out the lug situated on the side of the barrel, which he was then able
to remove. Replacing the empty cylinder with a fresh one from his pocket was a
much swifter way to reload the weapon. Taylor copied his actions and soon the
two men were reloaded and ready for whatever came their way.


Jonas Beauchamp was on the point of attempting to rescue
some of his wounded men when his sergeant appeared next to him.


‘We’ve got Indian trouble, sir. Lots of it!’ He pulled his
captain over to the far window.


‘Christ almighty!’ the officer exclaimed. ‘Where did they
come from?’


Rapidly he considered his priorities. His overwhelming
responsibility was to protect the life of the President. The greatest threat to
that was the sudden appearance of the Lakota war party. The murderous white
renegades in the engine would just have to wait, as would the injured enlisted
men. Commanding the NCO to follow, Beauchamp raced off down the carriage. He
threw open the door and leapt across the gap to the next one. Inside that he
found roughly twenty more infantrymen milling about in total confusion. The
white-faced corporal in charge appeared to be frozen with indecision.


‘All you men on this side of the carriage, smash those
windows and fire at will. Sergeant, get outside and take charge of whoever’s on
the roofs. The rest of you, follow me at the double.’


The captain pounded down the central aisle, heading for the
next carriage. His positive commands had an immediate effect. Broken glass
tumbled down to the side of the track and rapid fire opened up on the charging
horsemen. Now, followed by a file of infantry, he hurtled on into the next
carriage. This one held a kitchen and quarters for various servants. Beauchamp
was appalled to find a fire burning away lustily in an iron cooking range. A
coloured valet wearing a well-brushed frock-coat was kneeling before it, so as
to keep below the window line.


‘Put that bloody fire out,’ roared the captain. ‘We’re under
attack.’


As if to emphasize that fact, the nearest window shattered
and a soldier howled in pain. Yet there was just no time to check on the man or
observe that his order was carried out. The relentless rifle fire from the
soldiers’ carriage was having the unforeseen effect of channelling the warriors
over towards a less well-defended part of the train: namely the rear carriage
containing President Grant.


Rushing past the terrified servants, the soldiers moved on
to the next carriage containing the various secretaries and administration
staff. As they reached the open platform a rifle crashed out above them.
Glancing up, Beauchamp glimpsed a blue-clad figure reloading his Springfield.


‘Well done, soldier,’ he called out. ‘Keep firing at those
bastards.’


He then detailed two men to remain on the platform to
support their comrade’s fire. The whooping horsemen were by now barely fifty
yards away, heading directly for the rear of the train, but unbeknown to him
another group was already there. Bursting in amongst the President’s staff, the
captain dispensed with all deference.


‘If any of you sons of bitches have got guns, use them. This
is life and death!’


From further down the train he heard the distinctive, muted
low boom of a Colt Navy. The hairs stood up on the back of his neck as he
realized just what that signified.


 


For the first time in over seven long years Ulysses Grant
felt the rush of adrenaline through his system. This was something that he
understood. No meaningless wrangling with Congress or endless boring meetings,
just a bunch of men trying their level best to kill him. With a Colt in each
hand he smashed out the window glass and knelt down on the thick carpet.
Secretary Delano had already shown his true colours by fleeing into the next
carriage.


‘God save me from misfires,’ muttered the President as he
drew a careful bead on the nearest warrior. At such range, windage and
elevation had little to do with it and his aim was true. The revolver bucked
satisfyingly in his hand as his stricken enemy crashed to the ground and then
straight under the hoofs of the following horse. Grunting with satisfaction,
Grant raised the barrel of the Colt to shake out the remains of the percussion cap
before cocking it again. It suddenly occurred to him that he was completely
alone and yet the fact did not worry him one little bit.


 


A group of warriors swept around the end of the rearmost
carriage and leapt from their ponies. There was a disconcerting amount of
gunfire from further down the line of wooden boxes on wheels, but back here
there was no sign of any of the bluecoats. If they could force entry at this
undefended point, then they could sweep right through the strange boxes until
they reached the ‘Iron Horse’ itself. Their plans after that were somewhat
hazy. No Lakota had ever before taken possession of such an awesome beast.


The first axe-wielding warrior bounded up the steps on to
the platform, kicked down the door and rushed into the opulent carriage. At
first glance it appeared to be completely deserted. Then, from behind an
overturned mahogany desk at the far end, a heavily bearded white man appeared.
He had a murderous glint in his eyes and held a levelled revolver. With a speed
born of desperation, the Lakota flung himself forward, but in his heart he
already knew that it was too late.


 


Don’t ever scare. If you scare, you’re dead! Those words,
uttered by an old Indian fighter many years earlier, resounded in Grant’s mind
as he waited for the first redskin to burst into the carriage. He had tipped
over his solid mahogany desk and was comforted by the knowledge that it was
most definitely proof against any weapons that the Indians might possess. The
President was also well aware that if enough of them got into the carriage at
once they could overwhelm him and he would never experience his second term or,
indeed, anything else. Perversely, that thought served only to bolster his
determination. Then the door smashed open and the first painted savage rushed
in, peering eagerly around for a victim.


Rising up from behind the desk, Grant fired at point-blank
range. The .36-calibre ball caught the warrior square in his chest, stopping
him in his tracks. Yet even as that man’s life was snuffed out, another
adrenaline-fuelled Lakota took his place. As the heady smell of sulphur wafted
up into his nostrils, the solitary white man aimed his left-hand Colt at the
threshold and fired. That ball carved a bloody furrow through his assailant’s
skull before careering off into the distance. With blood and brain-matter
flowing over his face, the Lakota was dead on his feet, but the desperate
momentum of those following him propelled him further into the carriage.


Remaining calm, Grant pointed both revolvers at the ceiling
and cocked them. Small shards of copper dropped out of the mechanisms. He had
nine chambers remaining. The Lakotas were using their stricken comrade as a
screen. So, although unable to open fire, they were managing to swell their
numbers. Dropping to his knees, so that only his upper body was visible behind
the solid barricade, their opponent fired both revolvers.


In the enclosed space the brutal noise made his ears ring
painfully. Both balls had drawn blood and fresh screams rent the smoke-filled atmosphere.
Yet one of his victims had only been winged and was coming on again. Grant’s
heart was thumping rapidly. This was bloody work and in truth he was probably
past his prime. He now had seven chambers remaining.


With manically staring eyes, the painted warrior closed in
with a tomahawk raised for the kill. Again the embattled President cocked his
weapons. He was aware of other Indians moving in around their wounded comrade
and was struck by the awful realization that he would only get one more volley.
As the axe head neared its mark, he again squeezed both triggers. The left-hand
Colt belched forth death and the already wounded Lakota slewed sideways, his
head crashing into window glass. The other revolver merely uttered a feeble
pop. Misfire!


With exultant cries the remaining warriors moved in for the
kill. One of them opened fire with an old Spencer, but the heavy ball slammed
harmlessly into the thick mahogany. Then the forward door abruptly burst open
and Captain Beauchamp entered the carriage. Sizing up the situation
immediately, he leapt behind the desk next to the President and opened up with
his Colt Army. The large-calibre revolver crashed out with comforting power.
The .44-calibre ball struck their nearest assailant just above the bridge of his
nose and shattered his skull.


As unprotected soldiers began to file into the carriage,
those Indians with rifles returned fire. The first bluecoat crumpled to the
floor, but the next fired his rifle and moved off to the side. More men surged
into the compartment, firing on the move. The suddenly cramped space became a
living nightmare of noise and smoke. Blood splashed over the opulent fittings
as, with practised speed, the infantrymen crammed cartridges into the breeches
of their Springfields. They blasted out bullet after bullet until the remaining
Lakotas could take no more. Realizing that they had missed their chance, and
dismayed by their losses, the Indians fled from the carriage, but remained
outside firing their rifles at anyone who moved.


‘By Christ, you cut that fine, Captain,’ remarked the
President, whose relief was plain to see. He was sweating profusely and heavily
smudged with black powder.


‘My apologies, sir. I got here as soon as I could.’ As his
men kept up a steady fusillade, he pulled the President down lower, until they
were both squatting behind the desk. Staring directly at his commander-in-chief
with deep concern, he stated, ‘I believe that this is not just a random Indian
raid. There are white men involved and they have taken control of the engine.’


Grant took his meaning immediately. ‘So that justice man,
McEvoy, had the right of it.’


Beauchamp nodded grimly. ‘It would appear so, Mr President.
And I don’t think that I have enough men here to drive them all off. With your
permission, I need to go back up the train and see just what is occurring.’


‘You have it, young man,’ Grant replied firmly. ‘There are
enough of us to hold this carriage.’


Their eyes remained locked for a few more seconds, then the
captain turned his attention to the soldiers. ‘You men will take your orders
from General Grant.’ He flashed a quick smile at that man, before darting out
through the door behind them.


 


The Lakota war party had experienced mixed fortune since
beginning their lightning raid on the presidential train. Even though initially
aided by the renegade white men, they had been rebuffed at two strongpoints
where the bluecoat infantry had managed to congregate with enough firepower.
Their chances of actually capturing the whole cursed contraption appeared to be
slim, but then their luck changed.


Having shot the soldiers off the roof, a group of warriors
dismounted and leapt aboard the carriage containing the kitchen. With great
relish they butchered the servants, including the coloured valet who had failed
to heed the upstart officer’s command to douse the cooking fire. Two of them
got around behind the iron range and with a great heave tipped it on its side.
Red-hot coals spilled out on to the wooden floor and suddenly the Lakotas had
recruited a valuable ally: fire.


Captain Beauchamp tore open the door and came face to face
with an elated warrior. They were so close that he could smell the grease and
sweat on the Indian’s body. Once you’ve killed it only ever gets easier, so
instinctively he stabbed his gun muzzle into the man’s naked stomach and
squeezed the trigger. The muzzle flash charcoaled the sun-bronzed flesh, even
as the ball ploughed through muscle and soft tissue. Thrusting the mortally
wounded warrior aside, the young officer immediately recognized that he had a
calamitous problem to contend with. The floor around the oven had burst into
flames and seemed likely to spread unchecked. The other Indians had retreated
to their ponies and were galloping to the rear of the train. They obviously
intended to watch from there as the flames consumed the carriages one by one.
The surviving soldiers would be left with no option other than to flee and then
be hunted down in open country.










Chapter
Ten


 


The horses were flagging. They had been driven too hard as a
consequence of Thad’s iron determination. Twice Jud had suggested that they
ease off the pace, but he had been brusquely rebuffed. The troopers’ initial
enthusiasm for the chase had dwindled. They were beginning to miss even the
spartan comforts of Fort Sedgwick. O’Halloran knew that the pace was ruinous
and mentioned it to his lieutenant, but that man was too much in awe of the
Justice Department investigators to complain.


It was Thad, as the self-appointed point man, who first
heard the gunfire. Even over the pounding of many hoofs there was no disputing
it. Somewhere up ahead a fight was in progress and Thad would have bet his
bottom dollar that the President’s train was involved.


‘Do you hear that?’ he bellowed back down the column. ‘You
men signed up to fight and by God that’s what you’re going to do!’ He lashed
his horse’s flanks with the reins, determined to extract every last bit of
speed. The prospect of action reinvigorated most of the men and they urged
their tired mounts to greater efforts. Thaddeus McEvoy’s only thoughts during
that last desperate gallop were that they should be in time.


 


The idea was of such staggering simplicity that Jonas
Beauchamp paused to reconsider it in disbelief. If the engine were to pull the
train forward until the blazing carriage was parallel with the water tank a
deluge could be released on to the flames. Since he didn’t realize that the
crew had been slaughtered, the only apparent obstacle that remained was the
eviction of the gunmen in their cab.


The flames were taking hold on the walls and his mind was
made up. The army officer backed out of the carriage, then dropped down next to
the track on the side nearest the cabin. He didn’t expect to encounter any
Indians, so the bullet that slammed into the woodwork took him by surprise.
Nelson was still beneath the tank and obeying Dalton’s instructions to fire on
anyone with a gun.


Spurred on to even greater speed, the captain sprinted past
the burning carriage. Even then he could feel the intense heat coming through
the walls. Upon reaching the next one he fired once for effect and then leapt
up the steps before the hidden gunman could draw a bead on him. As he burst
through yet another door, a startled infantryman levelled his Springfield at
him.


‘As you were, soldier,’ Beauchamp barked out, suddenly
uncomfortably aware of the torrent of sweat pouring off his face.


He swiftly appraised the situation and realized that the men
no longer had any hostiles to shoot at and were standing idle. That was about
to change. Whilst reloading the empty chambers of his Colt, he stated his
intentions.


‘The renegades who killed your comrades could well be in the
engine cab. Another of them is certainly under the water tank. We’re going to
settle matters with them now.’


At his command the ten men split into two equal squads. He
savagely kicked the armrest away from the nearest bench seat and, ignoring the
bemused glances, took it with him. At the head of one squad Beauchamp led them
swiftly down the steps on the left-hand side facing the engine. The Lakotas
were swarming around the rear of the train, exchanging shots with Grant’s men
as they waited for the flames to spread.


Advancing swiftly past the next carriage the six men reached
the tender without provoking a reaction. What they did discover was the body of
one of the locomotive’s crew. It raised doubts in the captain’s mind, but by
then it was too late. The other squad was working to a count of twenty, so they
had to move fast. Taking careful aim, their officer launched the heavy wooden
armrest into the cab.


 


Brett Dalton and Brad Taylor waited patiently in the
apparent safety of the cab. So long as the shooting continued there was nothing
for them to do. They could let the opposing sides fight their way to
extinction. With any luck, the President would take a bullet and save them the
job. As time went by the firing seemed to move to the rear of the train, which
was a good thing since that was where Grant was likely to be. Nelson fired his
rifle, but it seemed to come to nothing and gradually the two gunmen were
lulled into a false sense of security.


The heavy object that suddenly crashed down near the firebox
took them completely unawares. As Dalton instinctively turned to look, shots
rang out from trackside and his companion gave a strangled cry. Pulling back
from the entrance, the assassin fired twice with his rifle. Taylor was sprawled
over the armrest, bleeding profusely from his belly and quite obviously beyond
help. Then shots came from the other side and were returned by Nelson.


It was obvious that the latest group of soldiers knew their
business and Dalton was suddenly feeling very exposed. Making a snap decision,
he leapt from the engine and ran for the cabin as though the hounds of hell
were after him. Bullets kicked up the ground around him and if seven-league
boots had existed outside fairy tales he would have given any amount for a
pair.


Nelson, now alone under the water tank, bellowed after him,
‘Don’t leave me, you stinking son of a bitch!’


With soldiers moving in on him from two sides the cadaverous
outlaw manically worked the action of his repeating rifle. He sent an advancing
bluecoat tumbling to the ground, but then made what proved to be a fatal
mistake. Unwisely struggling to his feet to follow his boss, he was struck in
the left thigh. Spinning around, the gunhand fell against one of the tank’s
supports. Then another bullet smashed into the side of his skull and suddenly
it was all over.


 


Thaddeus McEvoy and his Fifth Cavalry detachment wheeled
into line and prepared to charge. The Lakotas were wholly occupied with both
observing the growing inferno and exchanging rifle fire with the soldiers
stationed in the last carriage. Solely military manoeuvres could safely be left
to Lieutenant Galloway and that man was glad to regain control of his small
force, if only for a short while. Drawing his sword, the young officer gave the
necessary commands and the troopers spurred forward. Their horses were almost
done in, but even they seemed to sense the excitement.


Thad caught Jud’s eye and they both smiled wearily. A
cavalry charge was something beyond their experience. They had placed
themselves at one end of the line with revolvers drawn and were keeping pace
with the troopers. Miraculously their advance was still undiscovered and
gradually the exhausted animals increased speed. Under great urging and not a
little cruelty, full gallop was eventually reached and the ground seemed to
race by. Dust, sweat and aching joints were all forgotten in the sheer
exhilaration of the flat-out attack.


‘Powder-burn the bastards!’ Sergeant O’Halloran bellowed.
He, like everyone else, was consumed by the moment. And then, at last, their
approach was discovered.


With howls of dismay the Lakota warriors turned to face a
totally unexpected foe. A few desultory shots rang out, but as was their way
the Indians recognized that their magic had abruptly turned bad and their
hearts were suddenly no longer in the fight.


 Precariously holding their reins, the troopers managed to
unleash a ragged volley. Their accuracy was appalling, but a couple of ponies
crashed to the ground and then it was all over. The remaining warriors took off
for the hills at speed and Lieutenant Galloway was suddenly a very happy man.
After all, his men had saved the President and promotion must surely be
guaranteed.


Leaving the troopers to chase off the stragglers Thad and
his companion made straight for the rear carriage. His heart sank at the
visible destruction. Seemingly every piece of glass was shattered and the
polished woodwork was riddled with bullet holes. Could anyone have actually
survived that?


The short, stubby figure of President Ulysses S. Grant
shuffled over to the platform. Each hand contained a Colt Navy revolver. He was
grubby and powder-stained and there was no sign of his customary cigar, but by
God he was alive and that was all that mattered.


‘I take it that you’ll be Mr McEvoy,’ came the calm
greeting, and for once in his life Thaddeus was quite simply lost for words.
Even when he could eventually think of something to say he found that his mouth
was dry with dust, so he had to content himself with merely an emotive nod. As
the tension drained from the situation, both men exchanged broad smiles. Then,
without any warning, the train moved!


 


Captain Jonas Beauchamp dropped down from the blood-drenched
cab and glanced over at the Barklams’ cabin. The surviving gun thug had raced
off into there, but he would have to keep. There were more important matters to
attend to, like saving the train. Flames had by then engulfed the whole
carriage and would soon spread. The problem was that, with the crew dead, he
knew what to do, but not how to do it. Then, from just beyond the water tower,
he spotted a tall man in overalls. That individual appeared to be unarmed and
highly agitated.


‘You there. Raise your hands and come closer.’


Under the watchful eyes of half a dozen soldiers, Tatum kept
his hands by his sides and walked swiftly towards them.


‘I’m not your enemy,’ he stated harshly. ‘My daughter. She’s
in there with those bastards. You must help me.’


Beauchamp regarded him keenly. ‘So you work for the Union
Pacific?’


The other man stared at him wide-eyed, as though such a
question was irrelevant.


‘Damn it, do you work for the railroad?’ the officer
demanded angrily. ‘Answer me, man!’


Tatum nodded reluctantly. He was not unaware of the
devastation to the train, but all he could think of was getting Sarah away from
the murdering scoundrels in his cabin.


‘And you could move the engine?’ Beauchamp persisted.


Again Tatum supplied an impatient nod. ‘You have to help me
rescue Sarah. They have no pity.’


At that moment there was a tremendous burst of cheering from
the rear carriage, followed by a ragged fusillade. A line of horsemen was
charging towards the train from the direction of Julesburg.


‘It’s the manure-spreaders, Captain,’ yelled one of his
infantrymen irreverently. ‘Christ, I never thought I’d be glad to see them.’


Beauchamp nodded absent-mindedly as he reached a decision.
‘You men, keep watch on that cabin,’ he ordered. ‘Anyone tries to leave, tell
me.’ He returned his attention to Tatum, drew in a deep breath and stated his
case. ‘First things first. You’re going to climb up into that cab and pull that
burning carriage next to the water tank. Show me how to release the water.’


For the first time the Union Pacific employee displayed real
anger. ‘Like hell I am. My daughter’s in that cabin and you’re going to set her
free.’


The young officer clenched his teeth. He didn’t have time
for this. His duty was to the President, first and foremost. Fierce
determination showed on his features as he levelled his cocked revolver.


‘Whoever’s in there is going nowhere for the time being,
whereas the President of the United States is in real danger of being burnt to
death. So you either do as I say or I’ll shoot you where you stand. First one
leg, then an arm, then . . . well, you get my drift.’


Beauchamp was aware of some of his men staring at him in
horror, but he maintained his deadpan expression and his gun hand never
wavered.


At last Tatum emitted a deep sigh and his shoulders slumped
a little. ‘Very well,’ he replied bitterly. ‘But if they do anything bad to
Sarah, you’ll be looking over your shoulder for the rest of your life.’ With
that, he turned to his right and moved rapidly to trackside of the elevated
tank. Once there, he pointed to the collection of ropes and brusquely rattled
off a series of instructions. ‘Pull that hard to bring down the funnel. That
one to release the water and that to shut it off again.’


Without even awaiting a response, the embittered man turned
away and made for the cab. He was no engineer, but there was bound to be enough
pressure remaining to move the train a short distance and he knew which levers
to operate to achieve that.


‘But so help me, God,’ he swore to himself, ‘if anything
happens to Sarah, I’ll kill that soldier boy!’


 


Brett Dalton peered through the window at the immobile
soldiers before turning his attention to the other two occupants of the cabin.
His usually calm and ordered mind was in turmoil. From a promising start his
deadly scheme had suffered a sudden disastrous reversal. Unexpectedly strong
resistance, coupled with the unforeseen arrival of more bluecoats, had left his
future in serious doubt. Even a promising fire on the train was at that moment
being effectively doused. All that remained to him was flight and inevitable
pursuit.


Sarah Barklam, unaware of just what had taken place, viewed
her jailer with mixed emotions. The man was a proven killer and had ordered
that she be harshly bound and yet. . . . Unable to tear her eyes from his dark
features, she wished that the circumstances could have been different. His
arrival on the isolated station had made her realize that her life was actually
far from ideal and that she was missing out on so many things. Suddenly
apprehensive, the young woman stared up at the gunfighter. What if he just up
and left and she never saw him again?


Had she been able to look out of the window Sarah might have
realized that such fears were ungrounded. For although the soldiers had not
advanced on the cabin they did have their rifles trained on the only door. With
their slain comrades lying around them, they did not intend to let anyone leave
the building. Dalton fully realized their intentions and knew that Sarah was
his only ticket out of there. He also knew that there could be no passengers.


Van Dorn had his right arm in a makeshift sling and was
obviously in no condition for hard riding. Mind made up, Dalton strode over to
Sarah and gently heaved her to her feet.


‘What’s the plan, boss?’ the other man asked eagerly. ‘Are
we using this bitch to get out of here?’


Dalton’s eyes narrowed slightly. Releasing the girl, he
pivoted on his left foot and swung the Winchester with great force.


‘No, you stay here,’ he stated mildly as the stock slammed
into the side of Van Dorn’s head with tremendous power. The man emitted an
animal grunt and collapsed on to the floor.


His assailant nodded with satisfaction and turned back to
Sarah. Moving towards her, he smiled.


‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but needs must.’ With that,
he slung his rifle over his shoulder and wrapped his left arm tightly around
her neck. Shock registered on her gentle features as he then drew his Colt and
placed the muzzle at the side of her head.


‘You won’t kill me,’ she suddenly blurted out with an
impressive display of certainty.


He could feel her soft body up against his and the rapid
pulse in her throat. Desire stirred within him as he whispered into her right ear.


‘Maybe not, but they don’t know that!’


 


As the captain swung the funnel from side to side the warm
water gushed over the blazing carriage and gradually the flames were
extinguished. He was only just in time, as the walls of the adjoining carriages
were already severely scorched. The heat was so intense that he had to keep a
hat in front of his face using a gloved hand. With clouds of steam rising from
the wreckage, he became aware of Tatum’s eyes boring into him.


‘Your fire’s out, bluebelly,’ that man snarled impatiently.
‘Now you’ve other business to attend to.’


Beauchamp regarded him sympathetically. It was obvious that
the railroad man was suffering with unbearable anxiety. ‘The man who ran in
there. Was he behind all this?’


Tatum was beyond caring about such things and responded
sharply. ‘Who gives a shit?’ Then, remembering that he did actually need the
soldiers, he added, ‘Yeah, yeah. I guess so. Name of Dalton. He was certainly
in charge of the scum that rode in with him. I can’t answer for the redskins.’


All firing had ceased at the rear of the train, so Beauchamp
knew that it was now his clear duty to rescue the woman and apprehend the
gang’s ringleader. Sadly, he had a feeling that neither task was going to prove
easy.


The cabin door opened smoothly and out stepped two figures.
Yet they were so closely intertwined that they could have been one. Miss
Barklam was resplendent in her gingham dress, whereas the outlaw behind her was
barely visible.


‘Hold your fire, men,’ the captain commanded.


‘Yeah,’ responded Dalton coolly. ‘You do just as the man
says.’


Beauchamp regarded him calculatingly. Suddenly he sensed
that he was up against far more than just a simple road agent and that he had
to be careful not to lose the initiative.


‘You must be Dalton,’ he remarked equally calmly.


‘Mister Dalton to you, soldier boy. Now you listen and
listen good. I’m going to whistle us up some horses and then this pretty lady
and me are going to mount up and just ride on out of here without a scratch.
Savvy?’


The young officer felt anger rising within him and struggled
to keep his voice steady. ‘The only place that you’re going, Dalton, is on
trial for treason. Then we can work on that rope.’


The assassin tightened his grip on Sarah and offered an
exaggerated sigh. ‘You just don’t listen too good, do you?’ He suddenly dropped
his right arm and discharged his revolver into the ground barely an inch from
her right foot. With dust and grit coating her shoe, Sarah screamed and
flinched, but he retained his vice-like grip on her.


‘If this was a card game,’ he snarled, ‘I’d say that I have
the stronger hand.’


The sudden isolated shot brought about the arrival of the
two Justice Department men. Leaving President Grant talking with the awestruck
Lieutenant Galloway, Thad and Joe ambled curiously over to the group of
soldiers. Their searching eyes took in everything. The smouldering ruin that
had been a railway carriage. The tense scene by the cabin and the increasingly
agitated figure of Tatum Barklam. Carefully, they eased forward until they were
level with the captain.


‘It’s a good job we had nothing to do with that,’ remarked
Jud drily as he gestured back towards the steaming ashes.


‘Ha, it wouldn’t do to get a reputation as a firestarter,’
his companion responded lightly.


Their banter acted as a safety valve, but merely served to
irritate the army officer, who twisted round to look at them. ‘And who the hell
might you be?’ he demanded angrily.


‘Quite possibly your next commander,’ Thad shot back.


Beauchamp had no time for this. ‘My commanding officer is on
that train, mister. Now state your business.’


Sighing gently, Thad proffered his gleaming brass shield. As
Beauchamp inspected it the lawman spoke quietly and urgently.


‘We’ve been trailing that murderous son of a bitch for some time
now. He is a pitiless killer, responsible for the murder of numerous
individuals. Whatever he has threatened to do to that girl, I believe that he
is quite capable of carrying it out.’ He took his first long hard look at the
man who had very nearly succeeded in his attempt to assassinate the President.


The intense scrutiny was not lost on Brett Dalton. With the
warm gun muzzle back on Sarah’s head, he in turn regarded the newcomer. His
probing eyes took in the cartridge belt around Thad’s waist, denoting a very
modern kind of revolver, and he suddenly put two and two together.


‘I reckon you’ll be some kind of law.’


‘Oh, I’m that, all right.’


‘You must have held one hell of a grudge against the Double
Deuce,’ Dalton responded, with reference to the gutted saloon in Julesburg.


‘No, only to the scum in it,’ Thad retorted sharply.


Dalton suddenly affected boredom with the conversation. ‘So,
you’re on a crusade. Well, no matter. We’ll be leaving you now, law dog.’
Unexpectedly raising his voice, he called out, ‘Baker, get the three best
horses round here, pronto.’


The onlookers were suddenly taken aback, as Baker appeared
from behind the cabin leading three mounts. Their presence had been completely
concealed by the building. Beauchamp looked enquiringly at Thad, who in turn
responded swiftly.


‘Unless you want her death on your conscience, I advise you
to let them ride on out.’


The officer glanced over at Tatum Barklam as he considered
his limited options. However desperate that he was to apprehend Dalton, he knew
that he couldn’t risk Sarah’s life. Finally accepting the inevitable, he
commanded, ‘You men, no one fires except on my orders.’


Dalton favoured them all with a cold smile of satisfaction
and then backed his captive over to the horses. Using the animals as cover, he
boosted Sarah up into a saddle and then followed suit. Baker, still sporting a
huge bruise on his forehead, also mounted up and the three of them turned away.
Riding off at an angle, Dalton ensured that Sarah was between him and the
soldiers at all times. His battered crony was not so careful and was about to
suffer the consequences.


Without any hesitation, Thad shouldered his Winchester and
drew a careful bead on a point between Baker’s shoulder blades. Smoothly
squeezing the trigger, he watched with satisfaction as the gun thug toppled
from his horse. Dalton twisted in the saddle, fierce anger etched across his
dark features but, as expected, he did not retaliate.


‘I’ll see you soon,’ Thad called after him.


The army captain was not impressed with the lawman’s
unilateral action. ‘Just what did that achieve?’


Thad’s reply was uncompromising. ‘Unfinished business. And
it made that damned assassin realize that my intentions are serious!’










Chapter
Eleven


 


‘Any suggestions, gentlemen?’ President Grant had washed
most of the powder stains from his skin, but he still wore the bloom of battle.
It was as though the infusion of fear and excitement had actually done him
good.


The much-abused and battered rear carriage contained five
men. Grant was back behind his now upright mahogany desk. Secretary Delano,
Captain Beauchamp and the two Justice men completed the group.


Delano wore a decidedly sheepish expression, but it didn’t
stop him offering advice.


‘I believe that we should make for Cheyenne with all haste.
There is a company of the Second Cavalry based at Fort D.A. Russell. We might
need their help if this was not just an isolated incident.’


There was a few moments silence. In such exalted company the
other three men were reluctant to speak out. Then Thad thought what the hell,
cleared his throat and offered his opinion anyway. ‘It is my clear duty to
pursue the assassin for as long as it takes.’


Grant favoured him with a sharp glance. ‘Your duty is what I
say it is, Mr McEvoy, but I take your point and I do have a personal interest
in seeing him hop and squeal at the end of a hangman’s rope. The question is,
where is he headed?’


Before Thad could attempt to answer that, Beauchamp
interrupted.


‘Pardon me, Mr President, but before we continue I think we
ought to invite Mr Barklam to join us. His daughter is a hostage of this hired
gun and he is also the only man able to move this train on to Cheyenne. He is
filled with anger and anxiety right now, but we very much need his help.’


The President nodded approvingly. ‘Well considered, Captain.
Let’s have him in here.’


A few moments later a very uncomfortable Tatum Barklam stood
before them. He was beside himself with worry over Sarah’s situation, but could
not ignore the fact that he was in the presence of the nation’s leader. Grant,
recognizing his pain, greeted him warmly, before gesturing to Thad to proceed.


Suddenly all eyes were on the justice agent as he gave his
considered view.


‘Dalton rode north, but why? There is nothing up there but
the Black Hills and that’s Indian country. After what has happened here he’s
going to be mighty unpopular with them for a while. He’s also got Miss Barklam
in tow, which will make it difficult to live off the land.’


After a quick glance at the anguished father, he added, ‘And
I don’t think that he’d kill her in cold blood. Killing a woman is a sure way
to attract mucho trouble out West. And, whatever else this man is, he is not
stupid.’


At that point Tatum exhaled a great gust of air, but Thad
chose to ignore him. Glancing pointedly at the President, he continued,
‘Dalton’s going to assume that since the train survived, then so did you. Given
what we know about this man, I think that he actually has the cojones to try
again. Which means that he is very probably aiming for the same place that we
are. Because don’t forget, Cheyenne has a population of thousands. He could
quite easily remain hidden there. At least for a while.’


‘Especially if he arrives there at night,’ added Jud, who
was keen to contribute something to the debate.


‘Then we must get there before him and prepare a reception
committee,’ Beauchamp urged. ‘We can easily outpace him.’


President Grant cleared his throat noisily. He had heard
enough. The others all regarded him expectantly because, although not a gifted
politician, he had been a skilled tactician in his time.


‘We are not in a position just to race on over to Cheyenne.
My understanding is that the locomotive needs to take on water.’


He glanced briefly at Tatum and that man nodded agreement.


‘The carriage also needs more water on it, otherwise in this
heat it could reignite, and we have bodies to bury and wounded to tend to. If
this man Dalton gets there first then so be it, but we will do what we must.
See to it, gentlemen.’


Under normal circumstances such a presidential command would
have ensured that the meeting was over, but Thad hadn’t quite finished.


‘If you’ll forgive me, sir. There’s one thing that
apparently nobody has considered, yet. And that is . . . who is behind Dalton?’
His eyes settled on those of the President as he continued. ‘This man is no
John Wilkes Booth. He’s not an idealist. He’s a hired gun working solely for
money, which means that somewhere out there is a paymaster.’


Columbus Delano was quick on the uptake. ‘So he needs to be
taken alive, at least until we get a name from him.’


Young Jud, again keen to make a contribution, had his own
advice to offer, which once given was immediately regretted.


‘Money might not be the only thing on his mind. After all,
he’s taken a woman along!’


 


Why couldn’t she take her eyes from him? After all, it
appeared that anyone who came into contact with him died a violent death. Her
own feelings towards him contained a fair measure of fear and loathing and yet.
. . . Never in her life had she encountered anyone quite like him. He seemed to
wear a hard shell that was impervious to all morals and human decency and then
again. . . . She suddenly remembered the look in his eyes when he saw her in
the cabin with blood on her face and despite the heat a shiver ran through her
body.


‘We’ll set down here a spell,’ he called over. ‘It doesn’t
look like they are in any all-fired hurry to chase us.’


‘It’s you they might be chasing, not me,’ she spat back. ‘I
haven’t done anything wrong.’


Conscious of his eyes on hers, she clung on to the saddle
horn as the horses slowed down. Dalton had her reins in his left hand as he led
them over to the sparkling waters of Lodgepole Creek. It occurred to Sarah that
their presence there was puzzling in itself. The long stretch of water
paralleled the railroad track, which suggested that the gunfighter was not in
any haste to distance himself from his bad deeds.


‘Everybody’s done something wrong at some time,’ he
responded softly as he helped her down from the saddle. His strong hands
encircled her waist and for a brief moment they stood face to face, their
bodies lightly touching. With her mind in a whirl, Sarah couldn’t think of
anything to say to that and so turned away towards the creek.


Only after she had drunk her fill did she speak again. ‘Why
not just turn me loose? You’re free and clear now. You can go anywhere you
please.’


Dalton was watering the horses, making sure that they did
not drink too much too soon. Being out on the northern plains meant that he
could spot anyone approaching from miles away and as a consequence he was just
about as relaxed as he ever got. He glanced over at her, taking in the curves
of her supple body as she lay on the bank. ‘I might still have need of you,
Miss Bark . . . lam.’


The strange manner in which he lingered over her surname
made Sarah catch her breath. She had not missed the way that he looked at her.


‘Besides,’ he continued casually, ‘it might be that for the
first time in my life, I actually enjoy spending time with someone.’


Her heart seemed to miss a beat. This was crazy. Here she
was, held hostage by a proven man-killer on the run from the law and he
appeared to be trying to sweet-talk her. What possible future could there be in
it? Yet she didn’t want the moment to end.


‘You know absolutely nothing about me,’ she responded
quietly.


‘I know what I see,’ he swiftly replied. ‘I don’t reckon a
bad thought passes through your head, and believe me that’s something new for
me. If you really set your mind to it, you could maybe change me for the better.
That’s if you had an urge to save me.’


Dalton could see the confusion working on her features. Part
of her wanted to believe him, which was good. Because if he was to stand any
chance of finishing the job in Cheyenne he would need all the help that he
could get.


 


As well as three of the President’s servants, two Union
Pacific employees and twelve infantrymen were killed in the infamous assault on
the presidential train. In addition, there were also a further seven soldiers
wounded. The unusually high ratio of fatalities was mainly due to the
close-range surprise attack carried out by Dalton and Taylor. The supplement of
three dead outlaws to the final tally meant that a lot of graves had to be dug
that day. Since Tatum Barklam, quite naturally, did not want a graveyard next
to his pumping station, they had to be excavated on the far side of the track
and that fact would very likely provide a talking point for bored passengers
for many years to come.


The wounded Van Dorn was discovered unconscious in the
Barklams’ cabin. He awoke to find himself manacled to a bench seat in one of
the railroad carriages. As his vision cleared he also discovered that two
hard-faced strangers were regarding him impassively from the opposite seat. He
groaned unhappily. That bastard Dalton had really laid into him.


Thad leaned forward and, using his rifle muzzle, prodded the
unhappy man sharply in his wounded shoulder.


‘I’ll bet that hurt, didn’t it? Well, now that I’ve got your
attention I’m going to tell you something one time only,’ he stated through
gritted teeth. ‘There’s a very angry man out yonder, clutching a Henry rifle.
He badly wants to finish what his daughter started in that cabin. And you know
what? Unless you tell us everything, we’re going to let him. Savvy?’


Oh, Van Dorn savvied all right. His head hurt like blazes.
His shoulder still had a .44-calibre bullet lodged in it and Brett Dalton had
abandoned him without a second thought, to face the nation’s retribution. So
he’d tell these grim-faced sons of bitches anything that they wanted to know.


 


‘What did you learn from the prisoner?’ Grant demanded.


‘Not a lot that we didn’t already know, Mr President,’ Thad
responded regretfully. ‘According to him, this Dalton is a very dangerous man,
which I think we already knew. He had money to hire whoever he wanted and
seemed to receive most of his information and instructions by telegraph. He
personally made contact with the Lakotas and somehow managed to persuade them
to target your train. Oh, and the law in Julesburg was definitely bought.’


‘That’s something that will certainly need to be attended
to,’ responded the President ominously.


‘Other than that, there wasn’t much Van Dorn could tell us.
He has no idea whether Dalton has any kind of fallback position or any cronies
in Cheyenne. I think that we should assume that he has and take every
precaution. We will need to stop there to take on fuel and water, but I suggest
that you remain on the train and under guard for as long as we have to stay
there. Any speeches will have to wait until we get to Laramie. That way we
reduce. . . .’


Grant’s bearded features abruptly hardened and he raised his
hand for silence. ‘You forget yourself, Mr McEvoy. Don’t ever presume to tell
me what I must do.’


He stopped for a moment and drew in a deep breath, before
continuing in a calmer tone. ‘I listened to well-meaning advice in Sydney and
we cut and ran. How do you think that looked to the voters? What do you think
will happen when the newspapers get hold of it?’


Thad remained silent as he stood rigidly before the
President. He felt like a new recruit hauled up before his commanding officer.


‘If I am to get re-elected, I must reach out to every voter
that I come across. Otherwise it’s all over. As I’m sure you must know,
Cheyenne is a booming railroad centre and capital of the territory of Wyoming.
When the good citizens hear what has befallen me on this hazardous journey,
they will be ready for a rousing speech. After that, no one will give a second
thought to what happened in Sydney. It’ll be up to you and Captain Beauchamp to
ensure that no grubby assassin puts a bullet through my skull.’


He stopped to favour Thad with a broad smile. ‘After all,
two murdered presidents within a decade would not look good at all. Do I make
myself clear, young man?’


Oh, Thad was clear, all right. He was clear about what an
almost impossible task he faced and he was suddenly very clear about why
Attorney-General Williams had smiled so knowingly when he sent his two
investigators into the West.


 


The locomotive whistled bravely to announce the departure of
the presidential train. In truth, it was by then a very forlorn-looking form of
transport. One carriage was a smoking ruin and all the flags and banners were
either charred or soot-stained. Windows were smashed and arrows protruded from
the sides.


Yet every cloud has a silver lining. With his eye firmly on
the publicity, Secretary Delano had ordered that no attempt should be made to
clear up the mess. He knew full well that once news of the unsuccessful attack
had got around, the President’s standing with voters would soar. In a perverse
and bloody way, it would probably turn out that Brett Dalton had given Grant’s
re-election campaign a huge boost, so long as the President survived to reap
the benefit.


In the cab Tatum was doubling as the engineer, whilst an
unlucky enlisted man served as a fireman. A clutch of fresh burial mounds was
there for all to see, as were a number of mounted warriors on the crest of the
hill. It occurred to the surviving railroad man that his cabin could well have
been destroyed by the time that he returned, but that if he did not find his
daughter such a trivial matter would not matter a damn anyhow.










Chapter
Twelve


 


The settlement that the two riders were approaching was
known as the Magic City of the Plains and this was not just naïve optimism.
Since the arrival of the railroad, the population had grown rapidly to many
thousands and a large proportion of it was given over to vice rather than
churchgoing. Even though it was fully dark, Cheyenne was buzzing. The pitch
torches that flared in the streets, coupled with the kerosene lamps in the
numerous saloons, acted like a massive beacon that could be seen miles away.


Staying close to the track, Brett Dalton and his companion
rode into the city from the east. Having kept the rails in sight all afternoon,
he knew for a certainty that they had arrived before the presidential train.
Grant and his entourage had obviously had plenty to occupy them at Lodgepole
Creek. That fact would conveniently allow the hired gun the necessary time to
get situated. As they reached the outlying buildings, he reined in to get his
bearings. He had passed through Cheyenne only once before, but a man in his
profession never forgot a layout.


As was so often the case in railroad towns, the community
was effectively split in half by the tracks themselves. In this case the
Southside District was, not surprisingly, south of them and contained the huge
Union Pacific depot, along with the working-class neighbourhood. To the north
lay the commercial district and the all-important Union Pacific land office.
Dotted around the whole area lay a vast selection of churches, saloons and
brothels.


On their journey across the plains Dalton had been working
on a plan. Although Cheyenne had greatly expanded, he still had a good idea of
where he needed to be. First stop was the livery stable. Such places never
really closed so it was no problem to arrange stabling for their horses.
Depending on the outcome of their visit, he might well have need of the animals
again, and he couldn’t just turn them loose.


Sarah looked on anxiously as Dalton took the stable-hand to
one side and explained very graphically how it would behove the man to remain
silent about their arrival. After parting with a combination of coins and
threats, the assassin was satisfied that any enquiries would be rebuffed, at
least for a while. Before leaving, he collected his Winchester and then
unbuckled a separate scabbard from the side of his saddle. It was similar in
shape to the one that held his Winchester, only longer.


As the two of them left the livery, Dalton suddenly yanked
her to one side into deep shadow. Placing a strong hand on her waist, he spoke
softly into her ear.


‘I need to know if you’re coming with me willingly from now
on, or whether I need to put your arm up your back.’


Sarah had been pondering over just such a question for most
of the journey and had still not reached a decision when they arrived. Now
though, as she felt the firm warmth of his grip on her lower abdomen, her mind
was suddenly made up. It was undoubtedly contrary to her upbringing and her
father’s wishes, but she had been taken over by a desire that was just too
strong to resist. At the same time she was struck by the awareness that she had
spent far too long in the isolation of the pumping station.


‘I’ll come with you,’ she replied decisively. ‘So long as
you don’t treat me like one of your whores.’


He chuckled and gently caressed her flat stomach. ‘I don’t
know who you’ve been talking to, but you’ve got the wrong idea about me.’ He
took her by the hand and led her across the street. The gunfighter knew roughly
where he needed to be, but not what he would find when he got there.


It was a warm summer’s night and the thoroughfares were
teeming with revellers moving from saloon to saloon. Some of the men looked
hopefully at Sarah, but then their glances passed on to her companion and they
instinctively knew to keep clear. There was something about his features that
radiated menace. Cheyenne was a rough, tough city and the people who lived
there could recognize trouble in a man.


At the Union Pacific depot there were many sidings sprouting
off from the single main line. Dalton kept close to these as he led his now
willing companion through the frontier metropolis. For her it was a whole new
world. She had occasionally visited the territorial capital, but always with
her father and never at night. To her untutored eyes the sights and sounds were
unimaginably exciting. They set her pulse racing and all the time she was aware
of Dalton’s strong fingers intertwined with hers. In turn, that man was very
conscious of her change in attitude towards him and the possibilities filled
him with anticipation. Furthermore, if he hadn’t been so intent on finding his way,
he might well have realized that they were now being followed.


The eyes that viewed their progress didn’t belong to some
hopeful card-sharp or lustful track worker. Their possessor had seen and done
pretty much everything in his life and he knew all about Brett Dalton. The
gunfighter’s sudden arrival in Cheyenne undoubtedly meant trouble for somebody
and would have to be investigated. Following two linked people was an easy
task, so the solitary individual was able to stay well back and remain unobserved.


Ma Bristow’s ‘Rooms for Rent’ was situated at the end of a
railway siding and was exactly what Dalton was looking for. Not for him the
flash luxury of a prominent hotel. That would have to wait for a time when all
business had been attended to.


The lateness of the hour was of no concern to the portly
widow, who seized his money with alacrity. As they ascended to the first floor,
one of the stairs creaked loudly and he made a mental note as to its position.
At the shootist’s request, the landlady showed them to a room overlooking the
depot, which suited him just fine. She favoured Sarah with a sharp glance, but
made no comment before closing the door behind her. The accommodation had
undeniably seen better days, but it was relatively clean and the mattress seemed
to be free of ticks.


Before lighting the kerosene lamp he stowed both his
Winchester and the heavy scabbard under the bed. Then he moved over to the
window and peered through the gloom towards the railroad sidings. When the
presidential train eventually steamed in it would require a great deal of
repair work and so would in all likelihood be moved on to a siding to keep the
main line clear. After such momentous events, Grant would definitely be
expected to make a speech, and what better place to do it than on the battered
carriage that had brought him there?


A grim smile flickered briefly across Dalton’s face as he
closed the frayed, unlined curtains. Whatever time the train pulled in, there
would be nothing for him to do until daylight. With that in mind he turned and
settled his hungry eyes on the delectable young lady who had just happened to
cross his path. She was sitting nervously on the bed, as though wondering just
what she had let herself in for. With a conscious effort, he relaxed his features
and moved slowly over to join her. Very gently, he ran his fingers over the
side of her neck. Sarah smiled up at him shyly and he actually felt his heart
begin to ache with unexpected emotions. It was the recognition that such things
could have no place in his current life that jarringly brought him back to
reality. That and the knowledge that the stair hadn’t creaked under the
landlady’s departing feet!


Having placed a forefinger to Sarah’s lips, he then moved
carefully over to the entrance. He took hold of the handle, violently twisted
it and jerked the door open in one fluid movement. There on the landing by the
top of the stairs stood Ma Bristow. Light from the single oil lamp flickered on
her startled features as she instinctively recoiled. A mixture of fear and
guilt crept over her sweaty face as Dalton took a step towards the meddlesome
proprietress.


‘If you’re not careful, you might just fall down those
stairs,’ he hissed with quiet ferocity.


Her beady eyes settled on his for a brief moment, then she
scuttled back down the stairs, attended by a loud creak.


‘What did she want?’ Sarah enquired anxiously.


‘Some folks just have to pry, I guess.’ Then he added with a
definite air of menace, ‘It can be a dangerous pastime, though.’


Dalton quietly closed the door and again settled his gaze on
her. ‘You know, once this is over I’ll be heading south. A long way south, down
Mexico way. We could live high down there while the dust settles.’ As the hired
gun painted his alluring picture, he sat down next to her on the bed and began
to caress her neck gently. ‘They have no love for Yankee presidents and I’ll
have plenty of pesos to oil the wheels. Your life could be more than you’d ever
dreamed of. As many pretty dresses as you wanted and no more chores. Servants
to run your bathwater. Think on that.’


In spite of the situation she found herself responding to
his softly spoken entreaties. Having led so sheltered a life, she found that
such attention from a mature and dominating man was difficult to resist.
Without warning his other hand was suddenly on her right thigh. Now firmly
under his spell, she actually welcomed his advances. And then the stair
creaked!


‘Oh, what now?’ he hissed in exasperation.


Then it creaked again and he was off the bed with the speed
of a striking snake. He drew his Colt, cocked it inside his jacket to muffle
the noise, then dropped to crouch behind the door. Had he been alone, Dalton
would have extinguished the lamp, but he knew that Sarah’s presence would
likely confuse any unwelcome visitors.


Whoever they were, the newcomers knew their business. They
approached the door in silence and listened for a few moments before knocking
loudly. Sarah jumped nervously and instinctively glanced down at her companion
for guidance. Then, on receiving a rapid gesture in response, she called out,
‘Who is it?’


After a moment a gruff voice replied, ‘I carry the law in
this town, lady. Open up.’


Dalton lay flat on the floor with his revolver pointing up
at the doorway. He gave a curt nod. The young lady rose up from the bed and
walked over to the door. In the tense silence her footsteps sounded abnormally
loud on the floorboards. Taking a deep breath, she grasped the handle and
opened the door.


Sarah jerked back in surprise at the sight of the figure
before her. It wasn’t the badge of office on his chest that caused her
reaction, or even the presence of another man behind him. The marshal was tall
and lean, with greying hair and craggy features. His right hand rested on the
butt of a revolver. The deputy peered through the crack between the hinges,
searching for any threat. He too grasped a holstered weapon, but none of this
had caused her startled reaction. It was the lawman’s eyes. They possessed an
unsettling intensity that reminded Sarah of her erstwhile kidnapper. So much so
that she wordlessly retreated into the room.


‘I guess that means you’re inviting us in,’ drawled the
marshal as he followed on. As he went beyond the open door, his eyes darted to
the right and he froze. Behind him, the deputy spotted the reaction, but had no
way of identifying the threat.


Brett Dalton had his Colt aimed unerringly at the lawman’s
torso as he spoke. ‘I’m sure you don’t need being told to keep that Remington
holstered.’ Without awaiting a response, he added, ‘So, what brings Cheyenne’s
finest over here at this time of night?’


The marshal remained ice cool and chose to answer a question
with a question, which conveniently served as an explanation of his
predicament.


‘What do you suppose Deputy Thorpe is going to do when he
realizes you’ve got a belt gun on me from behind the door?’


The gunhand was equally unruffled. ‘Whatever your man does,
you’ll take a lead pill. But hey, wouldn’t all that be a bit of a waste unless
you’ve got some papers on me? I haven’t even broken any laws in Cheyenne . . .
yet!’


Dalton’s barefaced cheek caused Sarah to catch her breath,
which in turn brought the marshal’s attention back on to her. His eyes seemed
to bore straight into her as he took in her clothes, features and very probably
what she had last eaten.


He addressed her. ‘You look a little on the clean side for
this cold-eyed son of a bitch. Not enough rouge, if you take my meaning. It
would be a shame if you came to some harm, miss.’


He returned his attention to the prone gunman. ‘I’m going to
leave you now, Brett, but if I hear of you causing any trouble I’ll be back
with a mighty big posse!’


The lawman backed slowly out of the room. Whilst his face
remained expressionless his eyes seemed to glitter with barely suppressed
anger. Somehow, he managed to exude an air of menace even whilst retreating. On
going down the stairs, the two men made no attempt to disguise their progress,
except that remarkably neither of them landed on the creaking step.


That fact did not escape Dalton as he got to his feet.
Nodding his head knowingly, he remarked, ‘Ha, that’s one tricky bastard!’


As he closed the door, Sarah gazed at him with genuine
concern. ‘Doesn’t it worry you that he recognized you?’


The assassin holstered his revolver before favouring her
with a very strange glance. It was a moment before he replied, but what he said
took her breath away.


‘It’s not surprising really, considering that me and that
worn-out tin star are actually brothers. Or leastways we had the same mother,
which does make us blood kin.’


 


Tatum Barklam was mentally and physically exhausted. He had
never even driven a locomotive before and yet had been called upon to safely
transport the President of the United States. On top of that, he was suffering
the torments of the damned over the whereabouts of his daughter. Had it just
been his imagination or had she appeared just that little bit too cooperative
when she had ridden off with the gun thug?


All this anxiety had combined to ensure that it had been a
very slow journey to Wyoming’s territorial capital. Darkness had long since
fallen by the time the battered train was safely ensconced on a siding at
Cheyenne’s Union Pacific depot. With his whole body drenched in sweat, Tatum
dropped down from the cab and made his way back down the side of the carriages.
He had done his duty and now he wanted action.


 


Thaddeus McEvoy and Jonas Beauchamp stood before the scarred
mahogany desk and warily regarded their commander-in-chief. Despite the day’s
ordeal, Grant was seemingly invigorated and in full flow.


‘Once the sun comes up, word will soon spread that I have
arrived. Everyone will see the Indian damage and the story of our valiant
defence will spread like wildfire. So I intend to give the good citizens of
Cheyenne a speech they won’t forget. A vote-winning speech, by God! One that
will look good in the papers back East. So if that maniac is still out there,
then it’s up to you two to stop him. Dismiss, gentlemen.’


Back outside in the gloom the two men ruefully regarded each
other. Both were dog-tired and heartily sick of their President’s
intransigence.


‘Doesn’t it just make you want to weep,’ remarked the
justice man. ‘God save us from politicians.’


Wearily nodding his agreement, the captain asked, ‘So how
are we going to play this?’


Thad knew exactly what he intended, but on seeing Tatum
approaching he waited until the railroad employee joined them before answering.


‘I’m dead on my feet and there’s nothing to be gained from
getting trigger-happy in the dark. If Dalton is here, he’ll have gone to
ground. So I’m for some shut-eye and you’d be wise to do the same.’


Glancing pointedly at the army officer, he added, ‘Come
daybreak, I suggest you do what you’re paid to do and guard the train while Jud
and I shake up the town.’


Seeing that Tatum was about to argue Thad reached out and
jabbed the man sharply in his chest. ‘You’re about done in, like the rest of
us, mister. If you create a ruckus tonight I’ll arrest you and put you in
irons. Get some sleep and then join us in the morning, but you do exactly what
I tell you, savvy?’


Tatum gazed at him belligerently. He didn’t take to being
prodded by anyone, but he had the wit to recognize the sense in Thad’s words.


‘OK, lawman. But I want to be there when you find that
kidnapping bastard.’


 


The arrival of the presidential train had not gone unnoticed
in Ma Bristow’s boarding house. It had come to a halt about fifty yards from
the clapboard building. A rare smile spread over Dalton’s hard features as he
saw the driver drop down from the wooden cab. The positioning could hardly have
been better. It was highly unlikely that the President would leave the train at
night. Like all politicians, he would want to gain maximum attention in the
morning.


For the assassin there was one thing left to do. Under
Sarah’s curious gaze he went to the bed and recovered his rifle and the heavy
scabbard.


‘We’re moving. Follow me,’ he commanded.


Before she had chance to respond Dalton moved to the door
and eased it open. All was quiet. The chastened landlady had retreated to her
parlour and the lawmen had gone back to cracking heads. Moving on to the next
door, he listened carefully for a few moments. He was conscious of the girl’s
silent presence behind him. She seemed to be quite good at following instructions.


Apparently satisfied, he tried the handle. Locked. He
reached down to his right boot and withdrew the concealed knife. A harsh
metallic click and he was in. Together they moved into the room. It was quite
obviously clear of possessions and completely empty. Having deposited his
weapons under the new bed, Dalton went back to their old room and locked the
door. It was only after his return and with the door closed that she uttered
one word.


‘Why?’


‘Because all hell’s likely going to break loose tomorrow and
I’ll need any edge I can get.’ He walked over to the window and peered out.
They were still facing the train, but the change of room had given him a better
angle on the rear carriage.


‘That marshal might be my half-brother, but for some reason
he takes the law seriously. He knows what I am. If I start anything, it won’t
matter that I’m kin. He’ll come back shooting.’


‘And you are going to start something, aren’t you?’ Her
lovely features registered genuine anxiety. She was clearly smitten with him.


Although tired, Dalton felt strangely on edge and knew that
sleep would not come easily. He needed something to relax him. Abruptly
shrugging out of his jacket, he gently took hold of Sarah and led her over to
the bed. She made no attempt at resistance, because in truth she actually
welcomed what was about to happen. The beguiling gunman smiled down at her as
he began to caress her hair. With time to kill, he honestly knew of no better
way to pass it.










Chapter
Thirteen


 


President Grant lit his first fat cigar of the day and
peered through the shattered window with surprisingly eager anticipation. His
quality smokes, like his whiskey, were presented to him free of charge by
office-seekers and admirers. His gut feeling was that, after the coming day, he
would be pretty much assured of another four years of such high living. Early
risers were already coming to stare at the battered train and the soldiers were
reassuring them that the President had narrowly survived the savage attack and
would shortly be giving a speech.


Captain Beauchamp knocked on the carriage door and entered.
He clearly had plenty on his mind. His normally immaculate uniform was still
dirty and soot-stained, whilst his still youthful features were strained and
anxious.


‘I’ve got my men out there, Mr President, but if that son of
a bitch Dalton should be hidden somewhere with a buffalo gun. . . . Well, then
there won’t be a damn thing I can do about it.’ He stopped and viewed Grant
doubtfully before adding, ‘I just thought you should know, sir.’


The President smiled and calmly tapped ash off his cigar.
‘Seeing as this could well be the most important day of my re-election
campaign, we’d better hope that the newly formed Justice Department is on its
toes, then, hadn’t we, Captain?’


Rebuffed and back outside once more, the officer gazed
glumly around at the suddenly very hostile buildings. Behind any of the
timber-framed windows, there could be a steely-eyed assassin lining up his
sights. With a mounting sense of frustration, he suddenly caught sight of Tatum
Barklam and an idea came to him. That man was walking over to join the two
justice men. At West Point Military Academy, Beauchamp had been instructed
never to run within sight of enlisted men, but such petty rules were suddenly
irrelevant.


Pounding over to the three men, he called out, ‘That damned
man just won’t back down. His stubbornness will surely be the death of him.’


‘Well, there’s another stubborn man out there and we’re
going looking for him,’ Thad responded.


Beauchamp fixed his gaze on the Union Pacific employee. ‘I
need you with me. I want you to build up a head of steam in that engine. That
way, if there is any shooting we can at least move the train.’ Before Tatum
could object he placed a hand on his flap holster. ‘I will accept no refusal.’


Thad recognized the determination on the soldier’s face and
grunted. ‘You stick with the captain, Tatum. He needs you. And anyhow, you
might just stop some lead if you tag along with us.’


As the two lawmen tramped away Sarah’s father reluctantly
accepted the situation and followed the soldier back to the locomotive. At
least there he had some control over events.


 


‘Where to first?’ Jud queried as the two men hurried through
the awakening city.


Thad was in no doubt. ‘When it’s new arrivals, the livery’s always
the best place to start.’ Which was where, five minutes later, they ended up.


As befitted a booming settlement like Cheyenne, the livery
was a substantial building with most of the many stalls containing an animal.
The unmistakable odour of horseflesh and urine filled the air. An overworked
stable-hand sullenly regarded their badges of office. He was a misshapen young
man with an aversion to any form of authority. He especially didn’t like the
law.


‘You know how many animals come in and out of here every
day?’ he whined. ‘I don’t remember half the folks I see.’


‘It’s a good job that the two we’re looking for are in the
half that you do remember, then,’ replied Thad sharply.


‘Huh?’ The stable hand gawped at them uncomprehendingly for
a moment, before realizing that he was being toyed with. Sudden anger coursed
through his veins and he unwisely brandished a pitchfork at the two armed men.


‘Tricks with words don’t cut it with me, mister,’ he snarled
in a convincing attempt at intimidation. ‘You’d best be on your way.’


Thad spread his hands before him in a placatory fashion and
took a step back. ‘You shouldn’t ought to threaten an officer of the law, young
man,’ he said. Even as he spoke he abruptly dropped to the ground and kicked
out with both feet. His boots crashed into the shins of the stable hand and
brought him tumbling to the ground. Before he could recover Jud had swept up
the pitchfork and placed the points of the three deadly prongs on to the man’s
neck. He pressed down just sufficiently to draw blood.


Thad got to his feet and dusted himself down. ‘What’s your
name, son?’


The helpless livery employee stared up at him through
tear-filled eyes. ‘Joshua,’ he mumbled.


‘That’s a real good biblical name you’ve got there,’
responded the justice man with deceiving good cheer. ‘Let’s see if you can live
up to it by helping us out. We’re searching for a man and a woman together. He
favours a belly holster and she’s pretty enough to make you look at least
twice. He may have offered you money or even threats to keep quiet, but now is
not the time for that, because one way or another we’re going to catch up with
him today!’


Joshua stared up at the two grim-faced lawmen and he could
feel his bowels turning to slush. His neck was stinging where the prong had
drawn blood and he really did believe that they were going to kill him.


‘They came in after dark,’ he blurted out desperately.
‘Stabled two horses. He looked a real mean cuss and one thing struck me as odd.
He seemed to have two rifles. A repeater and a long scabbard with something big
in it.’


The two justice men exchanged meaningful glances, then Thad
nodded. The pitchfork was removed from the young man’s neck and thrown off into
the hay.


‘There, wasn’t that easy?’ drawled Jud. ‘Now remember,
Joshua. If we should happen to meet again, you’d be well advised to stick with
shovelling shit. It’s a whole lot safer.’ The two men strode out of the livery
and headed for their next destination.


 


Sarah woke up suddenly to see the sunlight streaming in past
the open curtains. The rays were so bright that they hurt her sleep-fogged
eyes. Then she made out Brett’s form near the window and the heady memories of
the previous night’s passion flooded over her. She had never experienced
anything like it in her life and the recollection gave her a warm feeling
inside. Then the young woman saw what he was doing and all her cosy thoughts
fled.


Dalton was turning the old and scratched table into a firing
position. He had lifted it back from the window, so that even with it open no
one would see him from outside. The Sharps breech-loading rifle had been drawn
from its scabbard and was propped up against the only chair in the room. Anyone
in his profession would have recognized the Parker Hale telescopic sight
attached to the powerful gun. It meant that a man visible on any of the
carriage platforms might just as well have been standing in the same room. He
was as good as dead.


The realization of Dalton’s deadly intentions filled Sarah
with dread. How could a man so gentle and tender in the night then so easily
return to being a murderous thug? Or was that simply his true nature, and
everything else had just been light relief? A dreadful foreboding crept over
her at what she was about to be a part of.


‘Brett,’ she whispered. ‘What are you doing?’


That man had just lowered the Sharps falling block and was
about to insert a large cartridge into the breech. He turned and flashed her a
brief smile. ‘Just attending to business, my lovely. You just stay on that bed
and keep out of my way now, you hear?’


His matter-of-fact manner stunned her. Hadn’t their time
together meant anything to him? ‘This is madness,’ she blurted out. ‘What if
you do kill the President? What good will it do you and how will you get away?’


A chill came across his features as he regarded her
steadily. Patting the powerful rifle, he replied, ‘With this, he’ll be so close
that I could reach out and touch him. One shot is all it’ll take and then I’ll
be gone. They’ll be milling around like rats in a trap, trying to work out what
to do. Oh, yes,’ he added almost as an afterthought. ‘And I’ll have a great
deal of dinero coming my way too, because not everybody takes to that Yankee
war hero!’


‘But what about me?’ she wailed.


‘Don’t you trouble your pretty little self,’ he responded glibly,
as his eyes wandered hungrily over her naked body. ‘Something will turn up.’


Anxiety swiftly turned to embarrassment and she grabbed the
sheet and pulled it up to her chin. Somehow everything had changed and she knew
that what they had shared the night before could never be recaptured. Dalton
shrugged and grunted in amusement before turning dismissively back to his
preparations. Some slight adjustments for windage and elevation and all would
be ready. At that moment there came a tremendous screech from the steam whistle
on the locomotive. The leader of the nation was summoning his citizens, but
would soon be receiving far more than he bargained for.


 


Cheyenne’s marshal scrutinized the unfamiliar badges of
office. His features remained impassive, which in itself was quite an
achievement considering the myriad thoughts that were flashing through his
mind. Only a short while before he had received the stunning news that the
President of the United States was in his town, which, along with the arrival of
his half-brother, could only mean trouble.


The veteran lawman decided that his visitors had to be
genuine, if only because no one would go to the trouble of making up such a
story. Justice Department. Huh, that was a new one!


‘So, what can I do for you fellows?’ he enquired with
remarkable calmness.


Thad looked around the well-worn office, with its impressive
gun rack and currently empty cells. Then he moved on to the town marshal and
quite blatantly looked him up and down. He took in the lean frame, iron-grey
hair and world-weary demeanour. ‘It’s more a matter of what we can do for you,
Marshal. I’d say that you’ve probably been wearing a badge for a lot of years.’


As the other man didn’t contradict him, he carried on: ‘So
you’re not going to want to pass down in history as being the peace officer in
charge when Ulysses S. Grant got himself slaughtered in your town.’


The local lawman’s eyes narrowed noticeably, but that was
the only reaction. Somehow sensing that he was on the right track, Thad
ploughed on.


‘If you knew of any undesirables who had arrived in town
recently, then I guess you’d have to tell me. Because it would be your sworn
duty as a lawman.’


As the two men gazed intently at each other, the marshal
came to the only decision that he could.


‘God damn it to hell!’ he exclaimed. ‘You don’t leave a man
a lot of room, do you? A real mean hombre by the name of Brett Dalton rode in
last night with some slip of a girl. I know him to be a violent and dangerous
man, but unfortunately he’s also my only blood kin.’


The two justice men gave out a collective sigh. At that very
moment, the locomotive’s steam whistle emitted a shrill summons. Grant awaited
his audience and time was running out.


Thad could feel the tension building within him. ‘And I
suppose you’d know where he is as well?’


The marshal nodded. ‘Of course. It’s my town, or it was
until you two federals turned up. The two of them took a room in a low-life
boarding house near the rail depot. Real salubrious!’


‘Take us there,’ Thad demanded. Then, glancing at the gun
rack, he added, ‘And you’d do well to bring one of those scatterguns along.’


 


Grant’s frock-coat had been well brushed. He had decided
that he owed it to himself to look suitably presidential for the citizens of
Cheyenne. The parlous state of his carriage displayed well enough what he had
been through on the journey to reach them. And the steam whistle, along with
word of mouth, had done the trick. A large crowd had congregated around the
train. Most of the men had hurriedly pulled on their Sunday best, in honour of
the distinguished visitor. Some of the small children even waved flags, as
though a party was imminent.


Secretary Delano was keen to get him out there. ‘It’s a pity
they couldn’t have got a band together, but no matter. This could be the high
point of your campaign, Mr President.’


With those words ringing in his ears, President Grant
stepped out on to the carriage platform to rapturous applause. All those
present had heard about his miraculous escape from the Sioux, the tales of which
had expanded with the telling. They were all touchingly pleased that he had
reached the safety of their town.


 


The three lawmen moved swiftly through the almost deserted
streets. It seemed as though the whole town was congregated around the
presidential train.


Thad glanced at the marshal and remarked, ‘If we’re likely
going to get shot at, we ought to at least know each other’s given name, don’t
you think?’


The other man stopped abruptly. ‘Yeah, I reckon so. The
name’s Benteen. Clay Benteen.’ He proffered his right hand, which was grasped
by the two justice men as they in turn introduced themselves.


Thad pondered the suddenly familiar moniker. ‘I’ve heard of
you. You reined in the Ritson brothers over in Springfield, Illinois. By all
accounts they were two tough sons of bitches. What brought you out here?’


Benteen smiled wryly. ‘That’s the trouble. Everyone’s heard
of the Ritson brothers. That kind of reputation can make things hard, so I
headed West to start afresh. Problem is, trouble can follow a man around.’


‘Meaning Brett Dalton,’ Jud remarked.


‘Exactly,’ was Benteen’s deadpan response.


 


Brett Dalton smiled grimly as the short, bearded figure
appeared on the open platform. He closed the breech of the Sharps and drew the
butt into his shoulder. His right eye peered through the telescopic sight. One
good shot was all that he needed and he suddenly had all the time in the world.
Grant quite obviously intended remaining where all the spectators could see him
to make his speech, and conveniently it was where he was most vulnerable.


‘Look at the stupid son of a bitch,’ the assassin muttered
half to himself as he pulled back the hammer. ‘He must think that frock-coat
will ward off bullets.’


Sarah stared at him in abject horror. How could this be
happening? During the first attempt on Grant’s life she had been held prisoner,
whereas now she was apparently a willing onlooker. As the enormity of what was
about to happen gripped her, she realized that she couldn’t just sit idly by.
Desperately, the young woman looked around for a weapon. Something, anything
with which to subdue the gunman.


At the side of the bed was a piss-pot containing an
unpleasant cocktail of urine passed in the night. It was a clumsy weapon, but
it would have to suffice. As Dalton’s finger began to tighten on the trigger,
Sarah carefully reached down. She took hold of the clay pot and suddenly hurled
it at him with all her might. The receptacle shattered on his right shoulder,
showering him in bitter fluid at the very moment when he squeezed the trigger.
In the enclosed space, the detonation sounded like an artillery round and the
room was suddenly filled with acrid smoke.


The .52-calibre bullet smashed into the roof of Grant’s
carriage. The President was in full flow, explaining why the good folks really
should re-elect him. He merely glanced round in annoyance. He had heard plenty
of gunfire in the late war, and anyway did not like being interrupted. Dalton,
seeing that his target was still in sight, kept calm and moved with frightening
speed. Retaining the Sharps in his left hand, he leapt over towards the bed and
struck Sarah a savage backhand blow across her face. She screamed in pain and
fell back on to the dishevelled sheets.


The gunman moved back to the table and dropped the falling
block to eject and replace the spent cartridge. Close the breech, cock the
hammer and the weapon would be ready again. Grimacing with distaste, he swiftly
used a kerchief to wipe the stinging liquid from his right eye. Remarkably, the
President was still on the platform and seemed disinclined to move.


 


Captain Beauchamp knew exactly what had happened and had no
scruples about assaulting a President. Launching himself up the carriage
stairs, he threw himself bodily at the short, stubby figure. As another shot
rang out the two men tumbled uncontrollably on to the already bloodstained
carpet. Screams rang out in the crowd as the massed audience finally realized
just what was happening.


Lifting himself off Grant’s winded figure, the captain
bellowed out to his men, ‘Return fire, goddamn it!’


The infantrymen didn’t know exactly where the shots had come
from, but as the spectators scattered, one of their number pointed at a
building near the end of the line. An order was an order, so a number of the
soldiers emptied their rifles in that general direction. The ragged volley
sparked a panic amongst the thinning crowd. People tripped, children were
trampled and the President’s unusually rousing speech was completely forgotten.


 


The three men had made rapid progress through the empty
town.


‘How far now?’ queried Thad impatiently. At that very moment
a muffled gunshot sounded off to their left.


‘Dime to a dollar that’s over at Ma Bristow’s,’ shouted the
marshal. ‘Let’s move!’


The two justice men followed close behind as he raced down
the nearest alley. All of them realized that they could well be too late to
save the President and that retribution was likely to be the only action
remaining.


With the entrance to the seedy boarding house suddenly
directly opposite them, they cautiously crossed the street. The fleshy
proprietress stood in the doorway, a bemused expression plastered over her
sweaty features. She had heard the gunshot, but hadn’t cared to investigate.
There was plenty about her new tenant that made her nervous and if he chose to
take pot shots at the crowd it was nothing to do with her.


‘Whatever happens, stay downstairs. You hear?’ hissed
Benteen as the three men barged past her, heading for the stairs.


‘No fear of that. That fellow gives me the shits,’ came the
demure reply.


From above there came a much louder detonation, shortly
followed by a fusillade of shots from outside. With elaborate caution, Benteen
led the two federal lawmen up the stairs. He pointed out the creaking stair
that needed to be avoided.


Just before they reached the landing he hurriedly whispered,
‘I know which room they’re in. I’ll take out the hinges with this scattergun.
Just remember, he’s got a young woman in there.’


‘We’ll try our best,’ replied Thad grimly. ‘But she might
just have to take her chances.’


Together, they eased their way over to the entrance . . . of
the wrong room. As the marshal lined his shotgun up on the bottom hinge, the
two justice men stood to one side with revolvers cocked and ready. With a
deafening crash the first barrel discharged. At such close range the whole
charge of shot struck home. With his ears ringing painfully Benteen rapidly
switched to the top of the door and triggered the second barrel. As the big gun
again detonated with awesome fury he kicked out at the suddenly shaky panel. As
the three men waited tensely in the sulphurous fog the door toppled forward and
hit the floor with a loud thump.


 


‘You’d best stay on the deck, Mr President, or so help me
God I’ll put you in irons.’ Even as he uttered the outlandish threat, Jonas
Beauchamp knew that he had quite probably just destroyed his army career, but
he was beyond caring. One way or another he was going to settle with that
murderous cur.


An enlisted man appeared in the doorway. ‘Someone reckons
that the assassin is in the building at the end of the track, sir.’


The captain leapt to his feet, and left the carriage on the
far side and pounded down the side of the track towards the engine. He was not
a religious man, but he prayed fervently for Tatum still to be in the cab. As
scattered shots ran out, the officer reached the locomotive.


Peering up, he sighed with relief and bellowed out, ‘Get
this machine moving, Tatum. We’re going to ram that bastard assassin!’


The railroad man gaped at him in astonishment, but
nevertheless complied. After all, he was beginning to get used to taking orders
from the military. The captain stared at the clapboard building situated at the
end of the spur line. One of the windows on the first floor was wide open and
yet, despite the hullabaloo, there wasn’t anybody looking out.


‘We’re going off the track,’ he yelled. ‘Don’t stop for
anything!’


The distance was short, but all the massive engine needed
was a bit of momentum. Then a shot rang out from the building ahead and a
bullet ripped into the woodwork near the captain’s head. ‘God damn that man,
don’t he ever give up?’










Chapter
Fourteen


 


Brett Dalton was struggling to maintain his iron
self-control. The fragmented volley of shots from the soldiers had come nowhere
near him, but he had twice had Grant in his sights, which normally should have
been more than enough. And now, to compound matters, the Union Pacific engineer
appeared to have taken leave of his senses. The whole train was accelerating
towards the buffers at the end of the line. Then Dalton caught a glimpse of the
army officer from the pumping station and suddenly he knew what was intended.


Swiftly, he drew a bead on the cab and fired. He had no idea
whether he hit anyone, because at that precise moment there was a tremendous
detonation in the corridor. His attention instinctively switched to the most
imminent danger. As a killer of men, Dalton knew his weapons and immediately
recognized the sound as that of a twelve-gauge shotgun. By divine good luck it
had conveniently masked the sound of his third shot.


Again there was a massive discharge followed by a heavy
thump as the bedroom door went down. He knew exactly what that portended.
Swiftly, the frustrated assassin reloaded the Sharps and placed it on the
table. With a finger on his lips, he gestured for Sarah to keep quiet. She was
curled up on the bed with blood running unchecked from her nose, and appeared
to be stunned by the turn of events.


With the approaching train completely forgotten, the
gunfighter drew his Colt and crept over to the door. He jerked it open and
glanced into the corridor. Three armed men, veiled by a cloud of powder smoke,
were clustered around the threshold of the room that he had vacated the night
before. With a sinking heart, he recognized the ramrod-straight figure of Clay
Benteen. Under normal circumstances, he would have dropped them all with
consummate ease, but he just could not bring himself to kill his only blood kin
still living. That split-second decision sapped his speed. That and the fact
that he was up against well-honed professionals.


He got off three shots before there was no one left to aim
at. The first .36-calibre ball struck Jud in his belly. Blood gushed forth from
the excruciating wound. The second only winged Thad, because that man’s
reactions were so sharp that he had started moving the very instant that
Dalton’s door had opened. As Benteen dropped to safety down the stairs the
third ball entered Jud’s skull, snuffing out his young life. The justice man
collapsed to the floor with an agonized expression etched on his features.


Knowing that return fire would follow swiftly, Dalton leapt
back into his room and slammed the door. Then, making straight for the bed, he seized
Sarah’s ankles and dragged her off the double bed like so much rubbish. Then he
got down behind it and heaved it into position behind the door. A bullet
punched through the timber and carried on out through the open window.


‘You’ll never take me, law dog,’ Dalton bellowed out.


As if to mock his defiance a steam whistle abruptly
screeched out and a feeling of pure dread flooded over him. ‘Oh sweet Jesus,
the train!’


 


In the cab Tatum Barklam and the captain braced themselves
as the massive locomotive with its projecting cowcatcher ploughed through the
buffers and off the track. With the iron wheels now moving through earth, the
speed dropped off, but not sufficiently to save the poorly built structure. It
was as though Ma Bristow’s rooming house was struck by a combination of
earthquake and tornado. With an awful rending sound the whole clapboard wall
gave way under the unstoppable onslaught.


A choking cloud of dust and splinters showered over the cab
as the engine thrust on into the building. With timber supports snapping like
matchwood, the first floor gave a tremendous shudder. The nearest two rooms
were suddenly open to the elements and both Dalton and Sarah were visible.
Somehow she remained on the bed, even though it had been thrown to one side as the
floorboards snapped in two over the top of the iron boiler. Dalton had
instinctively grabbed the Sharps before dropping flat next to the far wall.
Most of the train was now off its supporting rails, the earth acting as a drag
that finally brought the locomotive to rest inside the building. It was only
the support of the huge boiler that prevented the entire rear of Ma Bristow’s
doomed house from collapsing in on itself.


Inside the cab the two men were miraculously unharmed. The
vulnerable smokestack was the only part of the engine to have suffered major
damage. It had completely sheared off and ended up in a steaming heap in what
had been the rear parlour. Back in the rear carriage, the President had wisely
remained on the floor until the train came to a grinding halt. His experience
of bloody violence could be traced back to the Mexican War, so his next action
came completely naturally. He crawled over to his desk and removed a Navy Colt
revolver.


 


Thad McEvoy knew that the soft lead ball had broken his left
arm as it flattened out on impact. The limb was completely useless and the pain
excruciating. He yanked his trousers’ belt from its loops and managed to
hurriedly fashion a sling. In the deep recesses of his mind he knew that the
arm might well need amputating, but such thoughts were best kept buried for the
time being.


‘Benteen,’ he yelled hoarsely, ‘are you prepared to kill
that son of a bitch half-brother of yours?’


Before Benteen could reply there was an earth-shattering
crash and the whole building seemed to shift on its flimsy foundations. As the
outside wall fell away from the bedroom, Thad raced back into the corridor
before turning to view the destruction in sheer amazement. Unlike Dalton, he
did not immediately realize what had caused it. With his body awash with pain,
he struggled to make sense of the devastation, but then suddenly found the
marshal at his side.


‘If the same thing has happened behind that door, we may be
able to catch Dalton unawares,’ remarked Benteen with remarkable presence of
mind, as he hurriedly reloaded his scattergun. ‘And yes, I am.’


Keeping well apart, the two men approached the closed door.
Grimacing from the sudden agony in his shattered arm, Thad kicked out at the
handle. As the door swung open two shots crashed out in rapid succession. Both
balls slammed into the timber surround, forcing the lawmen to keep out of
sight.


In the little that was left of the room Brett Dalton
recognized that his options were distinctly limited, but he still hadn’t given
up on the President. With his Sharps in one hand and the belly gun in the
other, he cast a quick glance at Sarah’s terrified figure. Smiling
sardonically, he remarked, ‘We’ll have to do this again sometime, my lovely.’


He strode to the edge and nimbly dropped down on to the roof
of the cab. A blue-clad figure challenged him from the side of the engine and
Dalton swiftly aimed and fired his revolver. The soldier cried out in mortal
agony and fell back into the dirt. From inside the cab Jonas Beauchamp drew a
bead on the gunman, but then had to duck as Dalton’s empty revolver hurtled
towards him.


The infantrymen detailed to guard the train were either in
it or next to it, so Dalton stayed up top. Displaying exceptional agility, he
leapt on to the coal-filled tender and then up on to the nearest carriage roof
before the captain could recover. Drawing the revolver from his shoulder rig,
the assassin sprinted for the rear of the train. He leapt across the gaps
between the carriages and gunned down two more soldiers as he spotted them
aiming their rifles at him. His relentless advance appeared to be unstoppable.


 


The two lawmen entered the wrecked bedroom. Thad was
beginning to feel shaky, as reaction to his injury set in. He glimpsed Sarah
cowering on the bed, but as she was apparently unhurt he swiftly dismissed her
from his mind. She was Tatum’s problem, not his, and anyhow he had just spotted
Dalton.


‘Use the scattergun on him,’ he urged Benteen. ‘Before he
drops out of sight.’


The marshal tucked the butt tightly into his shoulder and
peered grimly along the shortened barrels of his big gun. His only living
relative had just dropped on to the roof of the penultimate carriage. He had
mere seconds remaining.


‘Do it,’ Thad hissed at him desperately.


Hardening his will to the inevitable, Benteen squeezed both
triggers at once. He jerked under the vicious recoil and tightly closed his
eyes. He was sufficiently practised with the weapon to know that there could
only be extreme mental anguish awaiting him when the smoke cleared.


The pattern of shot from the truncated barrels had spread by
the time it reached the running man, but enough of it struck flesh and blood to
do some real damage. Brett Dalton was only a few feet away from relative safety
when the lead pellets tore into him. His back was liberally peppered, part of
his right earlobe was torn away and two pellets hit him in the neck. Caught in
mid-stride, he stumbled and fell forward. Years of training meant that he kept
hold of both weapons, yet that very fact ensured that he crashed on to the roof
far more heavily than if he had used his hands to break his fall.


For what seemed like an age, the fugitive was as helpless as
a baby, before he finally managed to suck air into his parched lungs. Getting
to his knees, he glanced to the side and saw a soldier staring up at him in
horror. Without any hesitation, Dalton pointed his revolver at the man’s head
and fired. Before the young man had hit the ground, his killer was back on his
feet and dashing for the end of the carriage roof. His back felt greasy with
blood and his head hurt abominably, but he was still in the game.


Columbus Delano heard a thump on the roof behind him.
Knowing that there could be no good reason for it, he frantically tried to
re-enter the carriage. Unfortunately his portly physique would not respond
rapidly enough. A blood-soaked figure dropped down on to the platform next to
him and he yelped in alarm. The barrel of Dalton’s revolver struck him a
glancing blow on the forehead, which brought flashing lights dancing before the
politician’s eyes.


‘Quit your goddamn squealing, Mr Secretary, or I’ll put a
ball in your fat gut,’ growled Dalton. He holstered the Colt and transferred
the Sharps to his gun hand. He was conscious that he might only get the one
shot at Grant, and so it needed some heft behind it.


Unaccustomed weakness was coming over Dalton as he knocked
on and then opened the door to the last carriage. With Delano in front of him,
he hoped to sow some small seeds of confusion. Blood loss was taking its toll
and he knew that he didn’t have long. Thrusting the dazed official forward, the
failing gunman crossed the threshold and suddenly found himself in very opulent
surroundings. The man whom he had been trying so hard to kill was directly
facing him. Grant’s right hand held a levelled Colt Navy, but with Delano’s
ample frame in the way he had no clear shot.


Logic dictated that Dalton should fire immediately, but
professional curiosity and a misplaced sense of showmanship delayed what should
have been the fatal shot. It was the President who spoke first.


‘So you’re Dalton, huh?’ he growled around a half-chewed
cigar. ‘Somehow I thought you’d be bigger.’


‘That didn’t stop you,’ muttered the assassin through
gritted teeth. Beads of sweat covered his forehead and he was aware of blood
seeping into his boots. He felt faint and only his iron determination enabled
him to remain standing. ‘But it looks like your days as President are over.’
Calling on all his remaining strength, Dalton lowered the Sharps.


Unwilling to shoot his own colleague, Grant remained rooted
to the spot and stared calmly at the gaping muzzle. Death held no surprises for
him.


A shot crashed out, but it came from behind the triumphant
would-be killer. A hammer blow struck Dalton in the back. With an agonized
groan, he released his grip on the terrified cabinet member and staggered to
one side. He retained a grip on his powerful rifle, but could no longer draw a
bead on his target. In the doorway, Jonas Beauchamp cocked his revolver and
prepared to fire again.


‘Stand down, Captain,’ Grant commanded tersely. Fixing his
steely gaze upon the dying gunfighter, the President asked the only question of
relevance.


‘Who put up the money?’


With a bloody froth bubbling from his mouth, Brett Dalton
offered the makings of a ghastly smile. ‘You go to hell, Mr President!’


Grant nodded grimly, as though expecting such a response.
‘That’s what I expected,’ he remarked. ‘But it seems like you’ll get there
before me.’ He squeezed the trigger.










Chapter
Fifteen


 


Not for the first time in her dissolute life, Ma Bristow
faced financial ruin. The most recent occasion had been in Des Moines, Iowa
when a dissatisfied customer had burnt her whorehouse down, but this was
entirely different. A Union Pacific locomotive had been quite deliberately
steamed into her property and yet all her pleas for compensation had fallen on
deaf ears.


‘You rented out a room to a wanted man,’ responded a totally
unsympathetic Clay Benteen.


‘Every man I’ve ever known has been wanted for something,’
she declared bitterly.


For Thad McEvoy, Dalton’s bloody demise left him with mixed
feelings. President Grant’s life had been preserved, but at what cost? That Jud
Parker had died in the line of duty would be of scant comfort to his widowed
mother, and unless Cheyenne’s sawbones was uncommonly skilful it was doubtful
whether Thad’s arm could be saved. Life would be a whole lot tougher for a
one-armed lawman, even supposing that he kept his job.


Tatum Barklam had got his lovely daughter back at last.
Except was she still lovely or merely a soiled dove?


‘I’ve been such a fool, Pa,’ she admitted as she clung on to
him beside the derailed train.


It occurred to him that just how big a fool Sarah had been
would likely become apparent over the next few months. In the meantime they
needed to cadge a ride back to Lodgepole Creek, if there was anything left to
return to.


 


President Ulysses Simpson Grant had been in a strangely
pensive mood since dispatching the would-be assassin. He looked out of the
carriage window and observed Captain Beauchamp as he detailed men to carry off
and bury the slain soldiers. Tecumsah Sherman had been right about him and the
young officer would soon be receiving a step up in rank by presidential
command. Such a consideration was not enough to lighten his thoughts, however.


‘So many good men have died over this and for what? Just to
keep a grizzled old soldier alive.’


Secretary Delano, who had made up his mind never to travel
out West again, had finally recovered his composure. The blow to the head had
left him with a minor wound that he was actually quite proud of, and he was
back to doing what he was best at: scheming.


‘It wasn’t just you they were protecting. It was the office
of President of the United States. That’s more important than any individual.
But for now that just happens to be you, and all this has pretty much
guaranteed your re-election. I can see the headlines now: Merciless Assassin
Shot Dead by Helpless President.’


Grant favoured him with a sad smile. ‘How can I have been
helpless if I managed to kill him?’


Delano refused to be deflated and what he said next gave his
bearded boss plenty of food for thought. ‘You’d do well to keep those Navy
Colts close at hand, Mr President. After all, we never did find out who was
behind that son of a bitch and if he’s got plenty of greenbacks left it
shouldn’t be hard to find himself another shootist.’


And so it came about that Benjamin J. Fisk, practitioner of
dentistry and medicine in Cheyenne, received the most distinguished visitor of
his career. Thad was sprawled out on Fisk’s couch when Grant entered the shabby
treatment room. The justice man was heavily dosed with laudanum prior to the
sawbones attempting to set his arm, but he had sufficient wit to comprehend the
President’s words.


‘When you recover, Mr McEvoy, you’re coming to work for me.
It appears that being a politician can be a dangerous pastime, so you’d better
look after him, Doctor!’


That worthy frantically nodded his head as he readied the
splints. Thad’s speech was slurred, but he still managed to offer a token
objection.


‘The Attorney-General might not want rid of me, Mr
President.’


‘George Williams will do as he’s damn well told,’ growled
the nation’s leader. ‘And so will you, Thad McEvoy. I want you watching my back
if and when the next hired gun comes looking.’
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Chapter
One


 


Considering that it was such a foul night, there were a
surprisingly large number of tracks in the snow around Fallowfield’s Trading
Post. Perhaps its sheer frozen isolation was a possible reason. That and the
fact that it was a well-known sanctuary to madmen and felons alike.


Jesse Bronson was certainly not the latter but, when
considering what his intentions were, he could well have qualified as one of
the former. As he scrutinized the structure before him, he choked down a cough
that had been threatening to form in the base of his throat. Even a bearskin
coat and thick woollen scarf could not completely ward off the biting cold. A
film of frost had formed on his luxurious drooping moustache and there was a
dangerous lack of feeling in his toes. He should really have removed the single
glove that he wore, but he knew that there was then a serious possibility of
his skin freezing to the metalwork on his ‘sawn-off’.


One thing that he did do was to extract a badge from his
pocket and pin it to the front of his hairy outer layer. Its shape resembled
that of a medieval shield with a five-pointed star at its centre. There were
four words etched on it, which completely justified his furtive presence at
Fallowfield’s: Deputy United States Marshal.


The trading post consisted of a simple rectangular building
with stables tagged on and a worn hitching post out front. The gruelling
conditions ensured that all the horses were under cover. Having tethered his
mount to the extreme left end of the post, and so out of direct line of sight
with the main entrance, Bronson then carefully approached the stables. A quick
count told him that it contained eleven animals. Backing off, he then moved
around to the rear of the main building. The hard-crusted snow crunched
underfoot. In the gloom a solid narrow door beckoned.


Placing the sawn-off in the crook of his left arm, he lifted
the catch and gently pushed. There was unexpected resistance. Cursing, he then
placed his shoulder against the timber and heaved. It was all to no avail. The
door was strongly bolted against all intruders.


‘God damn you, Fallowfield,’ he muttered. Did the fool
really expect there to be petty pilferers on the prowl in such a desolate
wilderness? Angrily moving on around the structure, the lawman then reluctantly
approached the more imposing bulk of the main entrance. His heart began to beat
faster. Even though he had made it his trade, the dread of bloody violence
never entirely left him. As a prelude to his admission, he released the buttons
on his hulking great coat and then retracted both hammers on the shotgun.


The interior layout was known to him, the occupants of the
post less so. He knew the men that he wanted, but not how many others might
side with them. In such circumstances he really should have had back-up, but
recent events had not panned out in his favour. Sucking in a deep draught of
perished air, Marshal Bronson tested the latch.


The door swung open easily and a fetid cocktail of sweat,
flatulence and tobacco smoke suddenly assailed him. Various grizzled
individuals turned to appraise the new arrival, but before they could react,
Bronson had pulled the door shut behind him and slipped off to his left. With
his back pressed up against solid rough-cut timber, he gripped the shotgun and
calmly surveyed his surroundings. An unnatural silence fell, as the room’s
occupants contemplated the possible reason for his very unwelcome presence.
Only two or three actually recognized him, but the piece of tin on his chest
more than made up for the shortfall.


The burly, shit-faced owner of the post asked the question
on everyone’s lips. ‘Evening Marshal. What brings you to these parts?’


Fallowfield might just as well have been back in his
hometown of Charleston, for all the notice that the other man took of him. Bronson
continued his silent search of the large room until he spotted the two men that
he wanted. They were sat in a poorly-lit alcove, well away from the bar.
Keeping his back to the wall, the lawman edged over towards them. Only then did
he state his purpose.


‘I’ve got federal arrest warrants for Taylor Pruitt and
Nelson Pruitt. All the rest of you can carry on about your business. I have no
interest in you today.’


The two men that he did have an interest in glared at him
with undisguised hatred. They both had the appearance of vicious gun thugs and
seemed to be in an itching hurry to draw their weapons. What stopped them was
the sight of the deadly sawn-off pointed directly at their table. Taylor, the
elder of the two brothers, made a reluctant attempt at appeasement.


‘You’ve got no call coming after us, Bronson. Robbing trains
ain’t a federal offence.’


The marshal sighed, before favouring them with an icy smile.
‘Maybe not, but stealing the mail that they carry is. So think on this. If I
have to trigger this big gun in here, we’ll all likely lose our eardrums, but
that’ll be the least of your worries.’


His words carried a deadly intent that left no room for
misinterpretation. The two outlaws silently locked stares with each other for a
moment or two and then, as though intuitively reaching a decision, the tension
left them. Taylor slowly placed his hands palm down on the table and his
brother followed suite.


Bronson nodded in satisfaction. ‘Very sensible, boys. Now
stand up in plain sight and ease off those gun-belts.’


The two men had just got to their feet when suddenly
everything went west. Off to their left a cadaverous individual with the look
of a lunger rasped out menacingly, ‘Listen good, law dog. You ain’t taking
anyone out of this piss pit!’


Hard experience had taught Bronson that such a challenge had
to be met head on, otherwise he would completely lose control of the situation.
So, without a word of warning, he swivelled to his right and fired the shotgun.
In such a confined space the single detonation was ferocious. A huge cloud of
black powder smoke erupted from the muzzle, completely obscuring his victim.
Yet even the ringing in Bronson’s ears could not blot out the dreadful screams.


Even as he returned his attention to the Pruitts, the
marshal instinctively upturned a table and dropped to his knees. The two
outlaws had leapt to their feet on either side of their own table and were now
clutching revolvers. They both snapped off rapid shots at Bronson’s makeshift
barricade. Splinters flew from the solid top and a man nearby yelped in pain.
‘God damn it to hell, Taylor,’ he bawled. ‘I ain’t done nothing to you.’


The lawman came to a rapid decision and aimed his remaining
barrel at the marginally more dangerous older brother. The contents of the
twelve-gauge cartridge took that man squarely in the chest, throwing him back
against the rear wall. The remaining Pruitt glanced over at his stricken
relative in disbelief. The broken body was drenched with blood and twitching
uncontrollably. Incandescent rage swept over him and he recklessly emptied his
revolver into Bronson’s tabletop.


As his weapon began to dry fire, one of the building’s other
hostile inhabitants bellowed out, ‘Get the hell out of here, Nelson, or you’ll
be dead meat like your brother.’


With that the burly fellow took a run at the kneeling
lawman. His intention was to kick Bronson in the head, but it didn’t work out
that way. Recognizing the new threat, the marshal hurled the empty shotgun at
the approaching man and leapt to his feet. His assailant had to fend off the
big gun and in doing so left himself open. The heavy iron hook, which had long
before replaced Bronson’s left hand, smashed into the man’s jaw with sickening
force. There was a loud crack and he crumpled to the floor with a howl of pain.


Flinging aside his heavy coat, Bronson drew his Remington
Model 1875 revolver. He was aware that there was suddenly a lot of smoke in the
room. The first man to die had unwittingly sent an oil lamp crashing to the
floor. Fallowfield was now frantically beating out the flames with an old
buffalo robe. With watering eyes, the lawman desperately searched about him.
The man that he sought was no longer in the room. Cursing, he ran for the rear
door.


‘I’ll kill any man that so much as looks crossways at me
when I come back,’ he yelled. With that, he slammed back the bolts with his
hook and burst out into the frozen night. Nelson would either be lying in wait
near the front door or riding for his life.


The thudding of hoofs on hard ground confirmed that the
remaining train robber had chosen survival over valour. As the fugitive from
rough justice pounded hell for leather into the trackless wastes, he bellowed
down his back trail, ‘You’ll pay for this night’s work, Bronson!’


With great regret but a deal of common sense, that man
decided against pursuit. His horse was already well used and required food and
rest, whereas Pruitt had had the choice of two fresh mounts. His arrest or
demise would just have to be postponed until another day.


With the sweat already freezing on his forehead, the lawman
padded cautiously towards the main door. He felt a strange urge to scratch his
missing left hand. It was always the case in moments of stress. His Remington
was cocked and ready. Any further opposition would be brutally answered.


On re-entering the trading post it was immediately obvious
that there would be no more violence that night. The interior was in chaos and
the remaining patrons were noticeably subdued. Two bloody corpses lay untended
and the hardcase with an apparently broken jaw was desperately seeking relief
in a whiskey bottle. Tables were overturned and damaged and oily smoke still
rose from the timber floor. Bronson possessed a dark sense of humour and
Fallowfield’s obvious distress brought a wry smile to his face.


‘Thanks for all your help, innkeeper,’ he remarked
sarcastically.


‘Why the hell should I help you, Jesse Bronson?’ that man
responded sourly. ‘Every time you come here, you kill my customers and wreck my
place.’


The marshal was unmoved. He pointed at his first assailant
whose upper torso was now a bloody pulp and remarked, ‘That sack of shit called
it a piss pit.’


As he moved off to inspect Taylor Pruitt’s blood-soaked
body, Fallowfield’s instant comeback followed him, ‘You don’t have to like a place
to spend greenbacks in it!’


Pruitt was dead as a wagon tyre, but thankfully his features
were relatively unmarked. A positive identification would ease the payment of
remuneration. Bending over the cadaver, Bronson proficiently emptied the
pockets of anything valuable and then ordered a couple of men to heave it
outside. Seeing their sullen reaction, he remarked, ‘I killed him. I’m not
going to carry him as well! If he stays in here, he’ll start to turn and then
we’ll all suffer. Same goes for the other fellow.’


With that, he headed to the bar for an overdue shot of joy
juice. As he tipped the bottle, Fallowfield regarded him with as much warmth as
he was ever likely to display to anyone. ‘You’d better watch yourself,’ he
offered. ‘Kin can get wrathy about a killing. Nelson will, like as not, look to
back shoot you after this night’s work.’


Bronson regarded him calmly over his whiskey. His worn
features displayed a lifetime’s hard experience. ‘And ain’t that just always
the way?’










Chapter
Two


 


‘Just once it would be good if you brought a prisoner back
alive, Jesse!’


‘He called it, Bob. And besides, it saves you renting jail
space off of the town. They’re robbing bastards and all that paperwork will put
you in an early grave.’


The two men were sat around a huge iron stove in the office
of United States Marshal Robert Kelley. Winter had come early and hard in that
year of 1885 and it was the first time either of them had been properly warm in
many days. The marshal had the dubious privilege of dispensing federal law in
the vast expanse of Montana Territory. To assist him in that thankless task he
had a large number of deputies, of which Bronson was the longest serving. As
they sipped gingerly from mugs of steaming coffee, the two lawmen maintained
friendly eye contact. Although Kelley was undoubtedly the boss, they knew each
other too well to maintain any noticeable formality.


‘You shouldn’t have gone out there alone, Jesse. The nation
lost four good men last year and the tally’s not over for this one yet.’


Bronson’s features darkened at such talk. His own partner
had been fatally gut shot by an unexpectedly vicious counterfeiter only two
months earlier. His death had been long and painful and he had left a widow and
two young sons. ‘Septimus was the only person I cared to ride with and he’s
gone. Anyhow, I work better alone. You know that.’


Kelley grunted and restlessly swilled his coffee around. He
was fifty-four years old, with a heavy beard and full moustache. Basically
decent and unusually honest, he valued the lives of the men that served under
him and did not enjoy placing them in harm’s way. From his demeanour it was
obvious that he had something more on his mind than just the welcome demise of
Taylor Pruitt.


‘Well that situation’s about to change,’ he finally
announced. Before the other man could contest that statement, he asked, ‘Have
you heard of Louis Riel?’


‘Sounds like some kind of dance,’ came the deliberately
flippant response.


‘Oh, he led them that all right,’ replied Kelley in deadly
earnest. ‘Riel’s some kind of big folk hero to a people called the Metis. They
tried real hard to bring down the Canadian Government. His rebellion ended with
a deal of violence back in May. Nothing to do with the US of A of course,
except that some of his followers, led by Riel’s right hand man, hightailed it
out of Saskatchewan and over the border. That makes them my problem.’


Bronson regarded his boss curiously. There had to be more
than just that troubling him. ‘What’s that to us? So long as they don’t break
any federal laws in Montana, they don’t concern the marshals.’


Kelley favoured his subordinate with a look that spoke
volumes. ‘The US Attorney General, no less, has made it my problem. It appears
that the Canadians are powerful keen to have their rebels back, especially the
leader, a guy answering to the name of Jacques Labeau. Seems these sons of
bitches also stirred the Cree Indians up real bad and nobody welcomes Indian
trouble. The authorities up there want to put them on trial as an example to
any other malcontents.’ Then he added drily. ‘It’s just a shame it took them so
long to ask. They don’t seem to realize that we have winters down here as
well.’


‘How do we know that these hombres are still in the
territory?’


Kelley was quick to scotch his subordinate’s wishful
thinking. ‘The word is that they hope to bide their time here until the fuss
dies down and then maybe trickle back across the border, but neither government
is prepared to wait on “maybes”.’


Bronson was beginning to get the drift and he didn’t like
the look of it one bit. ‘So you expect me to round up these fellows all on my
lonesome?’


‘No. No I don’t,’ responded Kelley. His hairy visage was
suddenly sporting a disconcertingly bright smile, which in itself was enough to
make his deputy suspicious. Abruptly getting to his feet, the marshal carefully
placed his tin cup on the stove and then strode over to a closed door. He
opened it, poked his head into the next room and said, ‘Corporal Bairstow,
would you join us please?’


As heavy footsteps sounded, Bronson’s mind performed
cartwheels. ‘Corporal! What the hell are the army doing getting involved in
this? Are they treating it as an invasion?’


The large, heavily-bearded individual who entered the room
only succeeded in posing more questions. He was clad in a bright red jacket,
complete with roll collar and large pockets. Two chevrons decorated each
sleeve. Below this came steel grey coloured cord breeches. Around his waist was
a leather gun-belt supporting a flap holster of the type favoured by the cavalry.
Bronson’s first thought was that the ‘God damned British Empire’ had returned
and in fact he wasn’t far off the truth.


Kelley made the introductions. ‘Jesse Bronson, meet Corporal
Samuel Bairstow of the North West Mounted Police. He’s what passes for a peace
officer up in Canada. No offence intended.’


‘None taken, sir,’ boomed the really rather impressive
Mountie. He moved towards the still seated Bronson and proffered his hand. That
man made not the slightest attempt to take it. He’d just realized who his new
partner was and he didn’t take to the notion at all.


‘This won’t stand,’ barked the deputy angrily. ‘I can’t go
after renegades and gun thugs with someone I don’t even know. For Christ’s sake
Bob, you know what it’s like out there!’


Bairstow stood with his hand still outstretched and bristled
with irritation at the perceived slight. ‘It’s the same for me,’ he remarked
heatedly. ‘I’m down here under orders from my superintendent and I don’t like
it one little bit.’


‘Superintendent,’ responded Bronson incredulously. ‘I
thought they checked train tickets.’


‘Enough of this,’ snapped Kelley heatedly. ‘You’ll go along
with this, Jesse, or you’ll answer to me!’ Before his subordinate could react,
he abruptly held his hand up to indicate that he hadn’t finished. ‘There’s
something else. When these rebels dropped down over the border, they brought a
Gatling gun with them. We have no idea what they intend doing with it, but
however you look at it it’s not good. Which is another reason why they are
definitely our problem.’


Bronson’s jaw moved, but no words came. A Gatling gun! With
multiple rotating barrels turned by a hand crank, it could easily spew out over
one hundred bullets per minute. Such a weapon in the wrong hands would be an
absolute nightmare.


Still ignoring the proffered paw, he looked over at his
superior and asked, ‘Why did those sons of bitches have to pick Montana? What
the hell was wrong with Dakota?’


 


The two mismatched lawmen maintained an uneasy silence as
they spilled out of the building on to the street. Avoiding eye contact,
Bronson chose instead to observe his surroundings in the weak autumn sunlight.
He never ceased to be amazed at the speed with which the city of Billings was
growing. With every visit, he noticed new structures. The metropolis had come
into existence as a rail hub for the Northern Pacific Railroad and had spread
outwards from either side of the tracks. The two men were standing in the
commercial district to the north, where already most of the buildings were
being constructed of brick. Civilization, with all its dubious benefits, was
undoubtedly on the way.


It was the Mountie who finally attempted to break the
impasse. Back out in the biting cold, he had pulled on a short buffalo coat,
which to Bronson’s mind at least had the benefit of hiding his garish jacket.
Gesturing vaguely down the muddy street, Bairstow brusquely remarked, ‘We’re
not going to get this job done by standing around sulking. We’ve both got our
instructions and I suggest we leave at first light, so I’m for the livery to
check on my gear. Then I’d be obliged if you’d point me out a good eating
house.’


The American fumed at the other man’s apparent assumption of
leadership. No God damned Canadian was going to sashay down into his territory
and start throwing his weight about. But instead of telling him straight, Jesse
Bronson just had to go on the prod. It was his way and had got him into trouble
on numerous occasions. As the two big men strode over to the livery stables,
the needling began.


‘So what’s it like working for a woman then, Bearskin?’


The Mountie glanced over at him in obvious annoyance. ‘The
name’s Bairstow and I wouldn’t know. I’ve never met with Queen Victoria.’


‘Yeah, yeah, but you’re part of her thin red line aren’t
you, Bearskin? Part of the bloody British Empire.’


The Mountie kept on walking, but his back had somehow got
straighter and more rigid. He appeared to be mulling over a response and
finally it came. ‘You can think what you like about the British or Canadians or
any other damned race, but I’m just down here to do a job, so back off. And the
name’s still Bairstow!’


As they approached the entrance to the livery, the so-called
‘peace officer’ just couldn’t help himself. ‘So how come these rebels managed
to get hold of a Gatling gun? You mounted police didn’t just happen to misplace
one did you? Hey, did you, Bearskin?’


The blow was so powerful and so unexpected that it shook
Bronson to his core. A wave of nausea swept over him as he crashed back against
the heavy stable door. Tears streamed down his battered face as he tried to
account for the sudden shocking pain. Then, before he could make sense of it
all, his gut seemed to explode under the force of a clenched fist. With an
awful groan, he doubled over and collapsed on to the earthen floor. Although
his whole body seemed to be wracked with pain, it was the distinctive taste of
blood in his mouth that saved him. The awareness that the poxy ‘John Bull’ had
made him bleed provided sufficient stimulus to bring him to his senses. One way
or another there would have to be a reckoning.


Bairstow had stepped back to recover his balance prior to
launching a kick at the marshal’s unprotected stomach. It was then that he
suddenly observed for the first time the curved hook protruding from his opponent’s
left sleeve. Recognition of its lethal potential brought on a moment’s
hesitation.


Taking advantage of the fleeting respite, Bronson forced
himself into action. Swivelling on the ground, he stretched out his right leg
and swept it round in an arc. His booted foot hooked round behind the back of
Bairstow’s left leg with enough force to topple him. Unable to stop himself,
the Canadian fell heavily to the ground. Winded, he was temporarily helpless
but, luckily for him, his opponent was unable to take advantage of the fact.


Bloodied and sore, Bronson scrambled to his feet. By the
time he had wiped the tears from his eyes and got his bearings, the Mountie had
sucked some chill air into his lungs and also hauled himself upright. But that
man wasn’t quite fast enough to anticipate his adversary’s retaliation.


With raw anger coursing through his veins, the marshal
charged across the intervening space and smashed into the other man’s torso.
The momentum was enough to take them both into an empty stall and down on to
the ground. This time though, Bronson had the advantage because he was on top.
Yet sadly for him, his vicious head butt was only partially successful.
Bairstow had turned away just enough to avoid having his nose broken, but still
received a stunning jolt. Getting astride his opponent, Bronson clenched his
right fist. Even though he was thirsting for revenge, something inside made him
hold back from using his left arm as a potentially lethal club. Such
unaccustomed restraint didn’t prevent him from landing two telling blows. His
bruised knuckles came away greasy with blood. Then, on the point of landing a
third, he suddenly reeled sideways as Bairstow’s right knee slammed up into his
lower back. Even as he fell into the side of the stall, it occurred to him that
his opponent had to be as strong as a tree to be able to come back from such
violent treatment.


The stout timber held firm against his weight and Bronson
reached out to pull himself to his feet. As he did so his right hand closed
over a leather bridle. Yanking it from the top of the partition, he lashed out
at his opponent. The rawhide caught Bairstow a stinging blow on his temple.


‘You whore’s son,’ that man bellowed out. ‘I’ll settle you
for that.’ So saying, he pulled a wicked looking skinning knife from his left
boot and lunged forward. Bronson only just managed to twist aside, but even so
he felt a stinging pain along his ribs. The realization suddenly hit him that
Bairstow was quite prepared to use deadly force to resolve the matter. Dropping
the bridle, he grabbed the Mountie’s wrist and endeavoured to force the blade
from his grip. Even as he did so, he felt clawed fingers reaching for his eyes.
All inhibitions left him and he raised his left arm to deliver a crushing blow.


The tremendous detonation in the building was sufficient to
cause both men to freeze. As a cloud of acrid smoke wafted towards them, an
aggrieved voice cried out, ‘Leave it be, you God damned saddle tramps. There’ll
be no brawling in my place.’


Slowly and reluctantly the two men disentangled themselves.
As they turned to face the livery’s owner, a smoking shotgun held menacingly
before him, a look of disbelief – quickly followed by bewilderment – spread
over that man’s grizzled features. Not only had he instantly recognized the
lawman, he had also caught a glimpse of Bairstow’s bright red jacket. Assuming
that the United States must have somehow declared war on the British Empire
again, he protested unhappily, ‘Sweet Jesus, Marshal, can’t you beat on your
prisoners someplace else?’










Chapter
Three


 


It was a slightly chastened Jesse Bronson who urged his
mount out into the Montana wilderness the next morning. His jaw ached and the
superficial knife wound stung unpleasantly, but that was only the half of it.
He had received a visit from an unusually vitriolic Marshal Kelley in the small
hours. That man had learned of the unseemly fracas between his deputy and the
visiting Canadian and for some strange reason had immediately assumed that
Bronson was to blame. Being directly answerable to the attorney general for the
condition of their visitor, Kelley had stated his displeasure in no uncertain
terms. Apparently, numerous years of friendship and loyal service would count
for nothing if there were any repetition. Bronson would be out in the cold,
figuratively and literally. Every pimp and murderer that harboured a grudge
against him would learn that he was no longer a federal officer. Strong words
indeed, and they had actually been enough to rattle the hardened deputy.


The two riders headed on down towards the Yellowstone River.
Because they had no real idea how long their mission would take, they were both
leading heavily laden pack mules. Although such animals could slow them down,
speed was not really an issue. With winter fast approaching it was survival
that counted. Both men maintained a stubborn angry silence, which even the
notoriously obstinate Bronson realized would have a crippling effect on their
chances of success if it were to continue. He also reluctantly accepted that, after
the previous day’s boorish events, it would have to be up to him to initiate
any conversation.


Reining in on the riverbank to allow the animals to drink,
he twisted in his saddle and peered grumpily over at his companion. In addition
to his buffalo coat the Mountie was wearing a fur hat and mittens, but there
was no hiding the black eye and bruising to his face. Uttering a deep sigh,
Bronson took the bull by the horns.


‘If this rebellion occurred in May, how come it took six
months for you to get down here?’


Bairstow favoured him with an appraising glance. It was
obvious that he was searching for any sign of renewed provocation. Finally
deciding that the question could be genuine, he responded with, ‘I suppose it
was simple pride! The folks in Ottawa didn’t want to admit that their problems
had spilled out across the border. I recall that your government wasn’t too
happy when Sitting Bull’s Sioux fled up into Canada.’


Bronson grunted. ‘Good answer,’ he considered grudgingly.
‘These rebels. Any idea what their intentions are down here?’


‘You’re asking me?’


The marshal sighed again. He supposed he probably deserved
that. ‘I know Montana, but I don’t know your people. I expect that’s why they
put us together.’


The Mountie’s battered face creased into a wary smile. ‘They
are a brutal and ruthless group of men. I suspect that they will want to steal
as much from you wealthy Americans as possible, before they return to their own
lands. They are used to the wilderness and will doubtless prefer to keep clear
of large towns, so it’s for you to decide where they might strike. Don’t
forget, they have been in Montana for some months, so they have had time to
check out the land.’


As their animals slaked their thirst in the shallows,
Bronson’s mind was working overtime. All his illogical enmity towards Bairstow
was temporarily forgotten. It didn’t take him long to reach a decision. ‘There
are gold and silver mines well to the west of here. The richest diggings are at
Alder Gulch. There’ll be guards, but with their big gun, they could pretty much
help themselves.’


‘Sounds sensible enough to me. Everybody’s heard of that
place, although north of the border we know it as Alder Creek,’ remarked the
Mountie. ‘I reckon we should head on over there for a look see. If you take point,
I’ll follow on behind. I expect that’ll suit you just fine.’


Bronson glanced at him sharply. ‘I suppose I had that
coming, but don’t push it. We don’t want to get to fighting again out here.’


 


For the rest of that day the two lawmen travelled west across
the northern Great Plains. With winter already with them in everything but
name, the terrain possessed an air of desolation lightened only by the
continued presence of the river on their south flank. The fast flowing water
sparkled so cheerfully in the sunlight that one could temporarily forget the
biting chill. They would follow the course of the Yellowstone for perhaps half
of their journey, before it turned south in the foothills of the Rockies. Until
then they would have an ample source of water and an opportunity to feed off
the game that it attracted.


Bronson, as befitted a seasoned lawman, set a cautious pace.
Periodically he carefully scrutinized the landscape, including their back
trail, through a pair of powerful field glasses. He hadn’t survived years in
the wilderness by being headstrong. Corporal Bairstow, recognizing this fact,
was content to follow on in his wake. In doing so, the Mountie took the time to
observe the man that he had been partnered with. He put Bronson at around forty
years old, but could quite easily have been five years off either way. The most
striking thing about him was his eyes. They were quite simply never still and
their continuous movement seemed to be instinctive, rather than requiring a
conscious effort. The marshal gave the impression of being simultaneously both
the hunter and the hunted.


 


That night they camped in a shallow depression by the
riverbank, with the intention of benefiting from its protection from the
constant wind. The ground was so hard that they had to hammer in the metal
picket pins that they used to secure the animals. Due to the night-time
temperatures, a cold camp was out of the question. The risk from lighting a
fire seemed slight, as Indian trouble was unlikely and the men that they were
pursuing could not yet know of their presence. Bronson utilized one of the
precious Lucifers that he kept in an old cartridge case sealed with wax, so
ensuring their protection from moisture. Both men were used to living rough, so
their equipment was very similar. Yet one item of bedding drew envious glances
from the Mountie. With an unnecessarily theatrical flourish, Bronson produced a
large rubber blanket, which he had purchased from back east by mail order.


‘This’ll do the job every time,’ he remarked with undue
satisfaction. ‘Keeps the damp from creeping up into my old bones and stops the
rain soaking my possibles.’


‘Seems you live pretty high down here,’ responded Bairstow
with more than a touch of sarcasm. ‘I couldn’t count the number of snow drifts
I’ve had to endure with just this old buffalo coat around me.’


Bronson’s come back was swift and remarkably ill-considered.
‘If we’re into tall tales, then I could trump you whenever I choose!’


‘I’m sure you could, Deputy,’ replied Bairstow with a slow
smile. ‘Very likely you’ve had plenty of practice.’


 


The next day dawned crisp and bitterly cold. Bronson knew
without doubt that once they got into the foothills of the Rockies, snow would
be inevitable. The question was: would that affect the activities of the insurgents
– if indeed that was where they were? As he coaxed the campfire back into life,
he posed a serious question. ‘Just how tough are these sons of bitches that
we’re after, anyhow?’


The Mountie was running on the spot to get his circulation
going and seemed happy to take his mind off the chill. ‘They could be a mixture
of English-speaking half-breeds and a people known as the Metis. Those devils
are French-speaking half-breeds who wanted to keep to the old ways at all
costs. I imagine that it’s more likely to be them that we are after. The Metis
consider any form of authority to be their mortal enemy and as a policeman I
represent the Canadian Government.’


‘Oh great,’ responded Bronson with feeling. ‘So we’re not
just hunting a bunch of “road agents”, they have to be real live fanatical
revolutionaries.’


‘Well from the look of all the weaponry you’re carrying,
you’re loaded for bear, so they shouldn’t trouble you any,’ replied Bairstow.
His practised eye had long before taken in the marshal’s 45/70 Winchester in a
leather scabbard and the twelve-gauge shotgun hanging by a strap from the
saddle-horn. Then there was the solid framed Remington in his gun-belt, which
always came in useful for pounding felons over the head. God knows what else he
had upon his person.


‘Walk carefully and carry a big stick. That’s my motto and
it’s served me well so far.’ There was no hint of bravado in Bronson’s remark.
He fully intended to live long enough to see Montana become a state with its
own senators and representatives. Unlike some deputies, he didn’t work purely
for the money. He actually had pride in the territory that he served.


 


That day pretty accurately replicated the first. Bronson
again took the lead. His field glasses revealed nothing of either concern or
interest to them. At noon they watered the animals in the Yellowstone and
chewed beef jerky in the saddle. After a short break they resumed their
relentless trek westward. The terrain remained flat and featureless, but even
on the prairie there are undulations sufficient to hide someone who wishes to.


The bullet flew past Bairstow’s fur hat with a sound like a
bee in flight. Even in the numbing cold, both men’s reactions remained sharp.
Cursing fluently, they seized their Winchesters, slid from their saddles and dropped
down on to the hard ground. Another shot rang out. This time the projectile
struck a rock some yards away and whined off into the frozen air. The noise was
sufficient to spook the animals and they fled at speed.


‘Damn, damn, damn,’ intoned Bronson. It looked like someone
would have a quantity of walking to do.


‘Whoever’s out there can’t shoot worth a damn,’ commented
the Mountie, but nevertheless he kept his nose down to the frozen earth.


‘Federal officers,’ bellowed out Bronson. ‘State your name
and business here.’ Without waiting for an answer, he placed the Winchester’s
forestock within the confines of his hook and levered in a cartridge. ‘Don’t
you go popping any more caps,’ he added. ‘Or it’ll go badly for you.’


An eerie silence was all that greeted the marshal’s
forthright challenge. Whoever had attacked them had to possess a horse, but
there was no sign of one, unless it was hidden over by the riverbank. Yet that
was half a mile away. Thankfully, his field glasses were still round his neck,
so Bronson began a careful search of the terrain before them. As his glasses
crept slowly over the harsh landscape, he heard Bairstow chamber in a
cartridge. That man then crept forward, but sensibly maintained his distance.
‘Anything?’ he queried.


‘Not a—’ Then Bronson saw it. There was a horse all right,
some two hundred yards away, but it was dead and being used as a fort. Grey in
colour and low to the ground, it was not surprising that it had remained
invisible to the naked eye. Unslinging the glasses, he handed them to his
companion and pointed out his discovery. ‘What kind of shot are you?’ he
demanded.


Bairstow gazed at him incredulously. ‘Well I reckon maybe I
just might be able to hit a dead horse at a couple of hundred yards!’


The American appeared unimpressed, but had already made his
plans. ‘So you fire and I’ll run. Then I’ll do the same for you. Ready?’


The Mountie levelled his rifle and grunted acknowledgement.


‘Fire!’ hissed Bronson. Off to his right, the first shot
rang out and he leapt to his feet and ran like hell, zigzagging from side to
side. Sucking in cold air, he could feel his heart pounding, but he kept on
going full chisel. Bullets were rapidly slamming into the dead animal and there
was no return fire. Bronson had to admit that his companion knew his business.


‘Out,’ came the cry and the marshal dropped to the ground.
His chest was heaving, but he was now less than one hundred yards away from
their assailant. At that range he didn’t need to allow much time for his
breathing to settle. As soon as Bairstow had reloaded, Bronson squeezed off the
first round. As he worked the lever action with practised speed, a cloud of
sulphurous smoke built up before him, but it didn’t affect the accuracy of his
covering fire. After the first bullet had hit the cadaver, he continued to send
a stream of lead on to the target. Bairstow pounded over the hard ground and
then dropped down nearby. To anyone viewing the scene, it would have been quite
obvious that two time served professionals were at work.


‘There’s something strange about all this,’ remarked the
Mountie thoughtfully. ‘Either he’s hit or he’s saving everything for the first
of us to get to him.’


‘Well it had better not be you then,’ replied the marshal
resolutely. ‘You’re showing a mite too much colour and there’ll be the devil to
pay if you end up dead!’


The Canadian’s coat had opened with the exertion and his
bright red jacket indeed made him an excellent target. Before the Mountie could
protest, Bronson threw off his heavy coat and called out, ‘Ready?’


At the first detonation, he was up and off. He bitterly
regretted the fact that his shotgun was somewhere along his back trail. It was
ideal for close quarter rushes. As he drew closer, the pounding in his chest
was no longer due to exertion alone. His mouth was dry with raw fear and the
sweat on his forehead was also not just the product of physical effort. Just
what the hell was awaiting him behind that dead horse?


At the last moment, he leapt off to his left and came around
the side of the fort in a wide circle. Bairstow was out of shells again, but it
no longer mattered. Bronson’s rifle, awkwardly supported by his hook, was
suddenly superfluous. The burly individual lying next to his blood-spattered
horse had been gut shot, but not by either of the lawmen. Judging by the mess
coating his shabby waistcoat, he was a long time dying. Pain-wracked eyes
slowly rose to meet the marshal’s appraising stare. That officer’s opening
comment was not what the mortally wounded man might have expected to hear.


‘We’ve wasted a whole mess of cartridges on you, mister. I
don’t welcome people taking shots at me, so before you take your last breath
you’ve got some explaining to do!’


By way of response, a bloody froth foamed out over the man’s
whiskery face. He finally managed one word. ‘Water!’


It was common for a dying man to be afflicted by an intense
thirst and Bronson knew that if he were to gain any information he would have
to satisfy it. His own canteen could have been anywhere by then, but
conveniently their erstwhile assailant had a full one nearby. Gratefully
slaking his own thirst first, he then bent down and held it to the lips of the
desperate patient. As the cold liquid was greedily and noisily consumed,
Bronson observed the Mountie cautiously approaching the fort. Indicating the
seeping wound, he remarked, ‘This mess is none of our doing, but if we’re lucky
this fellow’s going to set us straight before he meets his maker.’


‘You’re all heart, Deputy,’ observed Bairstow bleakly.


‘You were nearly kilt by his first shot, so. . . .’


‘Name’s Thomas,’ sputtered the man before them. His breath
came in short rasps and it was obvious that the effort required to talk was
costing him dear. His eyes were locked on to Bronson’s chest. ‘Didn’t know you
were badged up. Sent from Alder Gulch for help.’


Now that did get the marshal’s full attention. All of a
sudden Thomas’s survival gained importance. ‘Take it easy fella. We’ll see
about making you more comfortable.’


Summoning all his strength, Thomas grasped Bronson’s hand.
‘I’m a dead man and you know it, but I took at least one of the bastards with
me. He’s back there a ways.’


Bronson looked pointedly at the Mountie. That man nodded,
levered up a round in his reloaded Winchester and took off.


‘They were on my trail soon as I set off,’ Thomas continued
with desperate determination. ‘Just couldn’t shake ’em. Once they’d brought me
down, they hightailed it. Guess it wasn’t worth losing another man just to take
my things. This old Spencer kept spitting lead at them.’


‘Who were they?’ interrupted Bronson urgently.


‘Some kind of Frenchie half-breeds. Murderous devils to a
man. Taken over the diggings.’


Thomas abruptly stopped talking. His breaths were coming
shorter and faster. Every word had brought forth more blood. He was obviously
near the end. Bronson made to rise up, but the other man maintained a manic
grip on his hand. It was then that he falteringly uttered the last six words of
his life.


‘Don’t . . . let me die . . . alone, please!’


Bronson possessed a resolutely cynical view of life, but
Thomas’s desperate plea unexpectedly found a chink in his armour. The two men
remained connected, eyes locked, until death claimed its latest victim.
Bairstow found them like that when he finally returned.


‘I don’t even know whether Thomas was his first or last
name,’ remarked the marshal dejectedly. There was a sadness about his eyes that
the Mountie hadn’t witnessed before and it made him feel strangely
uncomfortable. Only two days earlier, he had been attempting to gut the
American with a skinning knife and yet he now felt the beginnings of a totally
unexpected warmth for him. It didn’t last long however. As though shaking off a
heavy coat, Bronson’s sorrowful mood abruptly left him and was replaced by pure
avarice. Without any sign of embarrassment, he swiftly patted down the body and
removed anything of perceived value. Bairstow, whose father had been a
preacher, had been raised to be scrupulously honest. On joining the recently
formed North West Mounted Police, he had naturally continued that tradition and
somewhat naively expected it of others. In an effort to hide his confusion, the
big bluff Canadian blurted out his own news.


‘It’s one of the rebels all right. I’d recognize a Metis
anywhere. So it looks like your hunch was correct.’


Bronson slowly drew away from the dead man and got to his
feet. Their animals had bolted a fair way down their back trail and like most
horsemen he didn’t relish the thought of walking anywhere. He summed up his
reaction to Bairstow’s revelation with just one word. ‘Wonderful!’










Chapter
Four


 


Kirsty Landers had been in a state of constant dread for
over a month. She had thought that it couldn’t possibly get worse, but the
previous day’s events had proved her wrong. Her father, Kirk, had been shot
down before her very eyes and now lay in the dispiriting hovel that was their
temporary home, poised on the cusp between life and death. The bullet was
lodged somewhere deep in his chest. Probing the wound had been traumatic and
Kirsty had then decided that, unless they wanted to kill him, any extraction
would have to be left to someone with medical training. Unfortunately the
camp’s only doctor had recently died of consumption. Her heightened anxiety was
compounded by the fact that after examining Kirk’s heavy coat, she knew beyond
doubt that a small portion of the grubby material had been carried into the
wound.


As if all of that wasn’t enough, there was the additional
factor of her own personal peril. The aftermath of the sudden act of brutal
violence had brought her to the unwelcome attention of the marauders’ leader.
He went by the name of Jacques Labeau. Not that she really gave a damn what he
was called. All she knew was that he was a foul-mouthed, debauched and violent
half-breed who had brought fear to the mining community of Alder Gulch and now
seemed keen to expend his sick lust on her.


‘You need to get some provisions together, saddle a horse
and clear off out of here as soon as darkness falls,’ Deckard Foster earnestly
advised. ‘I mean it, Kirsty. Go while you can, before either Labeau or the
weather gets you.’


The young woman regarded her father’s oldest friend
solemnly. He was a massive bear of a man with a huge mane of black hair.
Normally he and his cronies would have swatted a vile insect like Labeau as
soon as he had started throwing his weight about. Foster was charged with
protecting the diggings from thieves, claim jumpers and any other miscreants
that fetched up in Alder Gulch. No one had seriously challenged his authority
until the Metis had turned up with a Gatling gun! What chance did men armed
with trapdoor Springfields and a few repeaters have against a weapon like that?


‘I can’t, I won’t leave my pa like this.’ Kirsty’s voice
contained a hint of hysteria, but there was no doubting her determination. She
was a fine looking brunette in her mid-twenties with an enviable figure, who
had managed to keep her head down until the incident with her father. ‘You know
damn well that it was Labeau who ordered the shooting. If that half-breed comes
near me, I’ll gut him like a fish.’


Foster knew that he was wasting his time, but he tried once
more anyway. ‘That’s fighting talk and we can’t protect you against those sons
of bitches. We’re outnumbered and outgunned. The only reason we’re still alive
is because he needs us to do the work. We’ve just got to hope that Thomas Cates
gets back with some law and a sawbones. That’s if he’s still alive!’


‘Which is why I’ve got to stay here, Dec. Someone’s got to
look after my pa until he gets some proper doctoring. And you said yourself
that Thomas knows how to handle that old Spencer of his.’


 


It was the next day when, after following an intermittent
blood trail, they found the second body. There was a large hole in the man’s
chest and an even larger exit wound: testimony to the fact that Thomas had
definitely known how to use President Lincoln’s ‘secret weapon’. The face might
once have been handsome with its high cheekbones, but death had frozen its
features in a position of contorted agony. A large pool of blood had congealed
around the torso before it had had the chance to drain on to the bone hard
ground. The body was stripped of all its belongings, including footwear.


‘His compadres were all heart,’ remarked Bronson
dispassionately. ‘They let him ride along with them until he died and then they
cleaned him out.’


Bairstow regarded him with vague distaste. ‘Before you got
chance to, you mean?’ He had witnessed the lawman go through Thomas’s pockets
the previous day and he had seen the disappointment on Bronson’s face when he
had looked over the body of the first assailant. Like the latest one, it too
had had anything remotely valuable removed.


The marshal managed a very fair display of righteous
indignation. ‘Now see, there you go jumping to hasty conclusions. I only took
his purse and mementos in case he has any relatives in Alder Gulch. It’s my
duty as a lawman.’


‘Along with his watch and his kerchief and boots.’


‘Exactly. It’s little things like that his kin would
treasure. I’ll tell you one thing,’ Bronson added, suddenly anxious to get off
the subject. ‘Those Metis of yours went to a powerful amount of trouble to run
our friend Thomas to ground. It takes a lot of fear or greed to push scum like
this into risking their lives. Whoever’s leading the pack must be quite some
hombre.’


The Mountie favoured him with a keen glance. ‘I reckon
you’re right on the nail there . . . and I believe I know him!’


 


Jacques Labeau slammed the point of his vicious looking
skinning knife into the table before him. ‘I want that girl real bad! She’s the
best thing I’ve seen in this flea-ridden camp.’


His companions regarded him dubiously. They all wanted that
girl, but there were several large reasons why they hadn’t taken her. Deckard
Foster and some of the others had made it plain that the Metis would have to
come through them first. With their vastly superior fire power this was quite
possible, but then the marauders would have to do more of the physical work and
that did not suit them at all. Her father had only taken a bullet because he
had bravely, some might say foolishly, attempted to resist their demands for
greater efforts in recovering the gold. That violence was easily justified
because it was purely business.


Marcel cautiously placed his hand on Labeau’s shoulder. He
was the only man who could contemplate such a gesture, but even he had to be
careful. He spoke slowly in a soft crooning voice. ‘Oui, mon chéri. She is all
woman, is that one, but think on. When we have finished in this camp, you will
have enough money to buy a hundred or even a thousand like her. And you won’t
have to kill to get them.’


Labeau tensed under his subordinate’s hesitant contact. He
did not care to be touched by anybody unless it was during sexual congress. His
dark, pitted features tightened as he fixed his penetrating gaze on the other
man. Although of slim build and only medium height, the rebel leader seemed to
exude an aura of permanent menace and few that knew him came too close. It was
as though the perceived shame of his mixed parentage had imbued him with a
sense of outrage and anger that he was always struggling to control. This had
been exacerbated by the savage beatings that his father, a French fur trader,
had meted out to him on the slightest pretext. But there was far more to Labeau
than barely-suppressed violence. He possessed an almost animal cunning and was
unusually intelligent for a simple frontiersman.


‘I like to kill, Marcel,’ he remarked softly, shrugging
clear of the other’s hand. ‘But I suppose I can bide my time. There will be an
occasion when those cochons that watch over her are distracted and then I will
strike.’


Labeau suddenly relaxed and let his eyes sweep over the
other men present in the large timbered cabin. Upon seizing control of Alder
Gulch, the Metis had appropriated the best accommodation for themselves and
they used this particular building as a meeting house. It was slightly elevated
and situated at the head of the single rudimentary street that bisected the
mining camp. Outside its solid door sat the squat intimidating shape of their
Gatling gun, mounted upon a tripod. That fearsome weapon, transported south in
pieces on pack mules, was permanently manned by shifts of never less than three
men. It was illuminated throughout the night by the light from numerous burning
torches coated with pitch.


Abruptly changing the subject, Labeau switched on to another
favourite topic. Addressing his lieutenants, he demanded, ‘Now, tell me about
the colour. How much flake do we possess? How pure is the ore?’


 


Another bitter cold night had passed and the two lawmen were
still inexorably making their way west. The Yellowstone remained on their
flank, but not for much longer. The following day they would head up into the
foothills, leaving the river to wend its now southerly course down into the
territory of Idaho.


The two men, whilst not yet friends in any way, had at least
reached an accommodation. They were, after all, fellow lawmen in pursuit of the
same objective and so, despite much verbal sparring, they had managed to avoid
coming to blows. Bronson was feeling particularly chipper, because he knew
something that Bairstow couldn’t possibly hope to.


‘We’ll be living high on the hog this night. Just before the
river bends, there’s a dwelling made out of prairie marble that’ll suit us just
fine. It was built by Tector Rawlins and his brother Milo, just after the War
Between the States. Sadly they’ve gone now, just like the big shaggies, but
it’s the nearest thing to a hotel you’ll find in these parts.’


As the Mountie had expected, the ‘hotel’ proved to be
nothing more than a very poor looking cabin fashioned out of sod. It possessed
both a chimney and a single door, which directly faced the river some fifty
yards away. It could indeed provide shelter for the night, but unfortunately it
appeared to be already doing so, because wisps of smoke were emanating from the
rudimentary smokestack.


‘God damn it to hell,’ muttered Bronson angrily. ‘The first
live people we come across on this trip and it has to be here!’


‘Well if they are,’ countered Bairstow, ‘Then they must have
walked here, because I don’t see any horses.’


‘Unless they’re picketed down by the riverbank,’ returned
the marshal rather too swiftly, because in truth he hadn’t immediately noticed
the absence of animals.


The other man responded with what he obviously considered to
be the coup de grace. ‘Allowing any passing Indian the chance to run them off
with ease.’


Bronson snorted disdainfully. ‘I don’t know what kind of
Indians you’ve got up in Canada, but we’ve civilized ours!’


That statement was so preposterous that the Mountie didn’t
even trouble to acknowledge it. Instead he angled his mount down towards the
river. The pack animal that he was leading grew skittish at the scent of water,
rather than from the presence of any other beasts. As they drew closer to the
sharp slope leading down to the wide stretch of water, it became obvious that
there were no horses concealed there.


‘This doesn’t smell right at all,’ hissed Bronson as he
reached for his twelve gauge. ‘You stay here with the livestock, while I have a
look at that cabin.’


‘You just love to give orders don’t you, Deputy?’ protested
the Mountie as he chambered a round into his Winchester.


‘That’s because I’ve got jurisdiction, redcoat,’ Bronson
announced peremptorily, before doubling over and making a rush for the cabin.
Twenty yards out, he dropped to the ground and silently studied the structure.
The wooden door was closed and there were no obvious loopholes in the sod
walls. Aiming his shotgun at the door, he drew in a deep breath and bellowed
out, ‘You in the cabin. I’m a federal officer. Identify yourselves.’


The silence that followed was depressing, because it meant
that he would have to do it the hard way, again. His missing left hand was
itching once more, which was always a bad sign. He tried one more time. ‘Open
the God damn door or suffer the consequences.’


There was still no answer, so he was left with two choices.
Either kick the door in or clamber up on the roof and place his bearskin over
the chimney to smoke them out. He shook his head in disgust. This was like a
repeat of when they had discovered Thomas. Nobody wanted to say anything.


‘Aw shit,’ he exclaimed. ‘I’m not spoiling a good coat!’


Leaping to his feet, he ran directly for the cabin. Reaching
the entrance, he threw himself to one side and then kicked hard at the door.
Still no response. Backing off round the corner, the lawman eased out of his
heavy coat, which was not simple with a heavy sawn-off and only one hand.
Returning to the entrance with the weapon in the crook of his left arm, he
hurled the garment into the cabin. The continued silence was making him sweat,
but he was now at the point of no return. Gritting his teeth, Bronson stepped
cautiously into the single room.


Empty. All that and the poxy cabin was empty! And yet the
mystery still remained. A low fire was burning and a huge cauldron of beans was
simmering over it. The interior itself was just as he had expected; a
hard-packed dirt floor, a permanently damp earthy smell and the ever-present chance
of soil falling from the ceiling. Up against the walls, there were two very
rudimentary wood framed cots, lacking both mattress and blankets. In short,
there was nothing to confirm human occupation . . . other than the fire and the
food.


Cursing fluently, Bronson turned to the door. It was then
that he heard the drumming hoof beats. From the sound of them, there was a
sizeable party and they were in a hurry. Maybe they thought that the beans were
burning!


‘Jesus Christ, what a mess,’ he snarled in exasperation.
Through the open door he could see Bairstow poised to come running. Such action
would be certain to give away their presence and leave them both trapped in the
cabin, so he frantically gestured for the Mountie to stay where he was. The
horsemen were closing fast. There was nothing to do but shut the flimsy door
and wait. It was attached to its frame by some very worn leather straps. By
tugging on it, he was able to wedge it in the earth so that he could just see
out. Bronson stood there and fumed. Things really hadn’t panned out as
expected.


As the riders pounded up to the cabin, several things
happened in quick succession. The vibrations brought down a shower of earth on
to the lawman’s head, which certainly didn’t improve his temper. Then there was
much shouting outside, as though an argument was in progress and it was at that
point Bronson recognized one of the horsemen!


With his mind turning somersaults, the marshal shook the
dirt from his hair and feverishly considered his options. He now knew for
certain that the newcomers were living outside of the law and were most
definitely hostile. From the look of some of the others, they were most likely
unwelcome visitors from Canada. There were simply too many of them for tenancy
of the cabin to be settled peacefully and a prior challenge was out of the
question. Praying that the Mountie would keep his cool, Bronson backed away
from the door into shadow and waited.


With a gentle bubbling coming from the fireplace, it
occurred to him that he would far rather feed them than fight them. One thing
was for sure; he did not relish discharging his big gun in such a confined
space, but knew that he had no other choice. With both hammers cocked, he held
the weapon at waist height to mitigate the concussion and listened intently as
the men dismounted. There was a heated ongoing discussion, some of it in
heavily accented and pigeon English, concerning the transport of something.


‘I don’t like steamboats or rafts or any damn thing that
floats,’ whined one of the men. ‘They always blow up or sink.’


‘So swim then,’ came the caustic response and then finally
one of them got around to opening the door.


A heavily-bearded individual wearing buckskins strolled
nonchalantly into the cabin. He was in the process of hurling a casual insult
over his shoulder. As his glance fell on the bulky lawman and then the gaping
muzzles of the sawn-off, his jaw froze in shock. Behind him two more men
crowded in, drawn by the aroma of hot food. Bronson braced himself against the
mayhem and squeezed both triggers. The resulting roar seemed to fill the room
as the twin loads of shot engulfed the three men.










Chapter
Five


 


Even some fifty yards away, the crashing detonation made
Bairstow jump with surprise. In the cabin’s threshold, three men tumbled to the
ground beneath a cloud of powder smoke. One lay perfectly still, whilst the
other two twitched uncontrollably. There had been no warning of any kind. Louis
Riel’s supporters were unlikely to be the only French Canadians south of the
border, so how on earth did the marshal know for certain that this group were
hostile? One thing was for sure. If they weren’t before, they definitely would
be now!


Reacting fast, the Mountie levelled his Winchester. Because
he was in direct line of sight with the cabin, he had to aim low. A bullet
coming out of a 45/70 cartridge could easily punch through the target and on
into Bronson. His meaty shoulder absorbed the powerful recoil as his first shot
rang out. Even through the thin veil of smoke, he could clearly see his victim
spin round and drop. The bullet had caught that unfortunate in the right thigh.


The remaining men rapidly came to their senses and began
discharging their side arms. A fusillade of wild shots rang out. Earth and
stones were kicked up around Bairstow’s position. The golden rule in such
situations was to fire and move. Ducking down behind the riverbank, he levered
in another cartridge and then dashed a few paces to his left.


In the smoke-filled cabin, Bronson had drawn his Remington
and then dropped to the floor. A thin trickle of blood came from his right ear,
sure sign of a perforated eardrum. He didn’t hear Bairstow’s shot, but he saw
the man outside fall and then the others return fire. At least the damned
Mountie knew how to bring a man down. Gagging against the bile rising in his
throat, he took aim at a broad back and fired.


From his new position by the river, the Canadian loosed off
another shot. Simultaneously another weapon discharged in the cabin. Its victim
gasped in shock and collapsed to the ground. The dwindling group of men
abruptly realized that their situation was untenable. As Nelson Pruitt gazed
around in wide-eyed shock, a frighteningly familiar voice cried out from the
cabin.


‘Federal officers. Drop your weapons and get down in the
dirt!’


‘Holy shit!’ howled Pruitt in abject horror. ‘It’s that
bastard marshal.’ With that, he pointed his revolver at the doorway and
frantically fanned the hammer until inevitably the weapon dry-fired. Such wild
shooting rarely succeeded and he knew that his only chance of survival against
Bronson was to again run like hell.


‘Let’s get the hell out of here,’ he bellowed. He didn’t
give a damn about the others, but he knew that with them all milling about
around him he stood more chance.


The remaining men didn’t need telling twice. Those that
could ran for their horses. The animals were crazed with fear and it took a
deal of whipping and cursing before the fugitives were mounted. Bairstow
sighted down on a rearing beast and squeezed the trigger. Whinnying with pain,
the horse slewed sideways before managing to right itself. It then took off at
speed with its rider clinging on for dear life. The Mountie recognized the fact
that they would now have another blood trail to follow if they so chose.


Four other men managed to escape the killing ground.
Included in their number was Nelson Pruitt. Even as he charged across the
frozen prairie, he was trying to work out just how that damned lawman had
managed to find him again. Was it pure chance or was he after the Canadians?
One thing was for sure. They would meet again, if only because Nelson had a
personal score to settle over the death of his brother.


Only when the survivors were safely out of range did
Bairstow emerge from cover. He levered in another cartridge and cautiously
advanced towards the cabin. There had been a great deal of violence in a very
short space of time. Of the five casualties, only one appeared likely to last
the night, but where was the marshal?


‘Bronson, are you still drawing breath?’


The lack of response brought a chill to his bones. In spite
of their early differences, the prospect of losing his companion so soon did
not appeal. Apart from anything else, the manhunt would almost certainly have
to be postponed, as he did not know the country. Reaching the luckless
individual that he had wounded, the Mountie kicked away the man’s revolver and
then, ignoring his cries for help, gingerly approached the threshold. Although
only one of the victims of the double shotgun blast was actually dead, the other
two appeared past help and therefore apparently presented no threat. Bairstow’s
only thoughts were focused on the American and so he was thus dangerously
preoccupied. Fearing for the worst, he finally stepped into the cabin.


The sight that met his eyes beggared all belief. Rather than
lying stricken from a stray bullet, the marshal was eagerly spooning beans into
his mouth. The hot juice from them coated his moustache and trickled down his
chin. He appeared to be completely oblivious to the carnage outside.


‘Well that just beats all,’ commented the Mountie
scathingly. ‘You’ve just gunned down four men and all you want to do is eat.’


Bronson’s only response was to continue feeding. He did not
even have the decency to greet his companion.


‘For Christ’s sake,’ bellowed the Mountie. ‘Are you deaf?’


Bronson jerked in surprise and abruptly turned to face him.
There was a dreamily distant look in his eyes that suggested that he wasn’t
quite himself. ‘You might have to shout,’ he remarked mildly. ‘I think I may be
deaf.’


Bairstow noticed the blood on the side of the other man’s
face and sighed apologetically. His embarrassed understanding suddenly turned
to horrified confusion as Bronson’s serene expression abruptly contorted into
one of concentrated fury. In one fluid movement the marshal discarded the
dripping spoon, drew and cocked his Remington and fired. From the doorway,
there came an agonized scream and another shot. As a bullet smacked harmlessly
into the nearby sod wall, Bronson fired again. As the Mountie twisted round, he
was just in time to see a blood spattered survivor of the shotgun blast take a
second bullet in the chest. With his own ears ringing painfully, he moved
swiftly over to the other two apparently dead men. They were both drenched in
blood and gore from multiple wounds, but this time Bairstow took no chances.
Unwilling to waste any cartridges, he kicked them hard and repeatedly in the
ribs until he was sure that they were not playing possum. Feeling guilty at
having overlooked them in the first place, he chose not to return to the cabin,
but instead advanced on the only man left alive.


Having witnessed the renewed violence, that man had fallen
silent, but there was no doubt that he was in serious pain. His sallow features
had turned white with shock, whilst his bloodshot eyes were as wide as saucers.
From the position of his right leg, it was obvious that Bairstow’s high-powered
bullet had shattered the bone. In such conditions, his chances of survival were
slim.


Brutalized by years on the frontier, the Mountie had no
scruples about taking advantage of the situation. With his fur-covered boot, he
none-too-gently nudged the outlaw’s damaged leg. The man’s response was
instantaneous. He flinched with pain and fear and began to drag himself away.
‘What do you want with me?’ he wailed in barely intelligible English. ‘I have
done nothing to you. I don’t even know you.’


Bairstow favoured him with a half-smile. Unfastening his
buffalo coat, he opened it with a flourish, so revealing the bright red jacket
beneath. ‘I’ll wager that you recognize this though,’ he responded grimly.


Surprise briefly supplanted pain in the half-breed’s eyes.
He obviously believed that he had left the hated Mounted Police far behind when
he fled south.


‘We know where Labeau is,’ continued his inquisitor. ‘But
what brings you here with that American?’


Bronson came out of the cabin. Bairstow could hear the
click-click-click of a revolver cylinder as the marshal replaced the empty
cartridges, but he kept his eyes firmly focused on the Metis. That man
obviously possessed a modicum of intelligence, because apparent understanding
suddenly registered on his face. His eyes flitted back and forth between the
two men looming over him.


‘Whether I answer your questions or not, you’re just going
to leave me out here to die!’


‘Rubbish,’ barked Bronson, whose hearing was obviously
returning. ‘You’re not in Canada now. I carry the law in these parts. We’ll
splint your leg and put you on a horse. You can even have your fill of those
beans before you go. Just tell me about your business with Nelson Pruitt and
you’re a free man.’


The Metis, who had known only privation in his short life,
took in the hard eyes and ready weapons and instinctively knew that the best he
could hope for was a quick end, rather than the long and lingering death that
was really in prospect. He rapidly came to a chillingly practical decision.
Ignoring the gut wrenching pain in his leg, he twisted away from the two men
and lunged for the nearest discarded weapon. Even as his hand closed over a
revolver butt, there came a loud report from Bairstow’s Winchester. The bullet
struck him in the back of his head, which seemed to explode like a ripe melon.
The man’s life was snuffed out in an instant.


Bronson shook his head in disbelief. ‘That was one hell of a
brave son of a bitch. If they’re all like him over at Alder Gulch, we could
have a problem!’


 


Nelson Pruitt seethed with almost ungovernable rage. The
more that he thought about Jesse Bronson, the more he itched to turn about and
settle things there and then. Strangely, his courage seemed to increase in
direct proportion to the distance that he put between himself and the cabin. It
was the death of the wounded horse that brought him back to his senses. As the
animal collapsed, its rider fell heavily and lay winded on the hard ground. The
other three Metis horsemen reined in and waited impatiently while their comrade
recovered. They were gravely unsettled by the unprovoked attack and were
nervous as to how to explain their defeat to Labeau. It was lucky for Pruitt
that they did not realize that he was at least partially to blame.


While they were all sat there, the American came to a
decision. There was altogether too much money to be made out of Labeau’s
temporary occupation of Alder Gulch for the outlaw to simply cut and run. The
Metis leader controlled the camp, but did not have the contacts needed to
dispose of the gold. He needed the Yankee brigand for that. Yet for all the men
and guns available to Labeau, Pruitt feared that the arrival of a federal
marshal could upset everything.


That particular poxy lawman seemed to have nine lives and he
was no longer alone. His presence could pull together the cowed miners. What
Pruitt needed was reliable help. Just like he had had before Taylor got shot to
pieces at Fallowfield’s. Someone who knew how to fight mean and who would take
on any number of lawmen if there was money in it. Someone permanently angry,
but whose limited intelligence would not prove a threat to that of Nelson’s.


As the dismounted Metis climbed up behind one of his
companions, Pruitt announced his plans. He explained away his recognition of
the marshal and told them of his suspicion that the lawmen were heading for the
mining camp. There were men available who would be happy to take on any amount
of law and he was heading off to get them.


The French Canadians were plainly dubious about his intended
departure, but were under instructions not to harm the American. They had also
just lost five comrades to the lawmen, in addition to the two killed earlier by
Thomas Cates and so could not doubt the danger approaching from the east. It
was with mixed feelings then that they watched him ride off at speed. More than
one of them wished that they were going along, as above all else they dreaded
Labeau’s reaction when only four men returned minus the all-important American.


 


It was late the following afternoon when Jacques Labeau
finally decided to make his move. Most of the camp’s occupants were at the
diggings or panning for flake under the watchful eyes of his own men. The
mental vision of Kirsty Lander’s trim yet voluptuous figure had been eating at
him for days. Mere greed could no longer keep a check on his lust. It was a sad
fact that he hadn’t enjoyed a woman since fleeing Batoche at the close of the
rebellion, so even the cold couldn’t dampen his ardour. Besides, he was from
Canada and well used to such conditions.


After briskly rubbing a grubby forefinger over his yellow
teeth, Labeau splashed some water over his greasy hair. Using his fingers as a
comb, he dragged his unkempt mane into some sort of order. He was in the cabin
that he had appropriated upon their arrival. The miner had obviously had a
woman, because there was a small cracked mirror near the bed. Peering into it,
Labeau admired his manly reflection. He told himself that any woman would
welcome his attentions and if she didn’t, then so much the worse for her. The
half-breed also happened to have a skinning knife concealed in his right boot,
just in case any persuasion should be required. His heart beat even faster at
the thought that he might just need to use it. Barely able to control his
excitement, he leapt to his feet and strode to the door.


 


Kirsty gently mopped the sweat on her father’s brow. He had
a high fever, brought on by infection in the wound and was periodically
emitting violent bursts of incoherent ravings. The realization that his
condition was deteriorating and that he was likely to die had placed her in a
state of acute mental turmoil. If his death now appeared certain, then why not
take the risk of extracting the bullet and anything else that was in the wound?
Heavily dosed with laudanum, he was unlikely to suffer overmuch and the only
worst-case scenario was that he might meet his maker that bit sooner. Dreading
what had to be done, she decided to enlist Deckard Foster’s help when he
returned from the diggings.


The creaking of the shack door behind her caught Kirsty’s
attention. Thinking that it must be one of the few other women in the camp, she
turned to offer a weary greeting. Her heart jumped with shock when she saw the
menacing individual standing in the doorway. Worn down by anxiety, she did not
immediately recognize what his presence signified. It was only as the swarthy
figure advanced on her that she belatedly realized what he was after.


‘Don’t look so shocked, my pretty,’ Labeau remarked softly.
‘You knew I would come for you eventually.’ As he spoke, he eased out of his
heavy coat and casually let it fall to the floor. Then his rabid glance took in
her father on the only bed and he registered momentary confusion. Not having
slept properly for days, he had forgotten all about the damned old
troublemaker. Labeau’s temples throbbed and there was an insistent ache in his
groin that just had to be relieved.


‘Get away from here,’ she snapped. ‘You’ve brought enough
suffering to this family!’


Moving rapidly into the room, he seized her arms and hissed,
‘Come with me to my cabin now, or I’ll heave the old fool on to the floor and
take you here in front of him. Which will it be?’


Kirsty stared up at his frenzied features and knew that it
wasn’t a bluff. Labeau was sweating as much as her father, only his fever was
of a different kind. Feeling the immense power in his grip, she realized that
her only chance was to play along. Lowering her head in apparent subservience,
she mumbled, ‘I’ll go with you. Just don’t touch him, please.’


Encouraged by that response, Labeau grunted and took her
wrist. Bounding out of the shack, his eagerness was such that he almost dragged
her off her feet. Desperately she looked around the camp for help. The winding
mud churned street was bordered on both sides by many wooden buildings, but
there was just no one in sight except the guards manning the Gatling gun and
she knew it was pointless to look to them for help. They would more than likely
wish to join in.


And then they were in his cabin. With an animal like snarl,
her captor threw Kirsty across the room on to the wooden frame bed. Slamming
the door, he drew in a deep breath and then moved in on her like a big cat.


‘I’m going to enjoy this,’ he slavered. ‘And hard or easy,
so are you!’


She knew that she would only get the one chance to make a
break for it. Timing was everything. Forcing herself to relax, she fixed her
eyes on his and lay back on the soiled sheets. Slowly, as though reluctantly
accepting the inevitable, the young woman gave a deep sigh and sensuously
raised her shapely legs. Appreciating the apparent change in her demeanour, a
dreamy look came over Labeau as he approached the bed and began to unbutton his
trousers.


At the very moment that a set of grubby long johns was
unveiled, there came a pounding of hoofs out on the street and Kirsty kicked
out with all her strength. The Canadian may have been pre-occupied, but he was
still able to react to the sudden assault. Twisting like a snake, he was just
able to protect his groin. Even so, Kirsty’s feet struck his left hip with
tremendous force and sent him tumbling back to the floor.


Outside, familiar voices called out to the men by the
Gatling gun enquiring after their leader’s whereabouts. A jocular answer was
forthcoming and then someone approached the cabin. As a heavy fist pounded on
the door, there came a cry of, ‘Jacques, are you in there?’


Wincing with pain, Labeau levered himself on to all fours
and spat on the floorboards. ‘By Christ, they pick their time,’ he snarled as
his maddened eyes settled on hers. Drawing his knife from its hidden scabbard,
he called out in a louder voice, ‘What is it? What do you want?’


The voice outside sounded confused. ‘We have news. There are
things that you should know.’


‘Oh, can’t it wait,’ howled their leader petulantly. ‘I am .
. . busy just now!’


There was a short silence beyond the door. Then the speaker,
more nervous this time, replied in a rush. ‘There’s a U S Marshal on our back
trail and he’s not alone. They ambushed us down by the Yellowstone. We lost
five men and I reckon they’ll fetch up here. Pruitt’s gone for help.’


Labeau froze, the knife in his hand temporarily forgotten.
Frenzy of a different kind was starting to build within him. Myriad thoughts
burst forth in his overheated mind. ‘Marshals work for the government. How
could they know where we are? I need Pruitt here to help in selling the gold.
And just what kind of help has he gone for?’ He groaned with a frustration that
was no longer purely sexual.


As Kirsty recognized his preoccupation, she leapt from the
bed and raced for the door. Just as she reached it, it was cautiously opened by
one of his Metis followers. That man took in her presence and Labeau’s position
on the floor and gulped hesitantly.


‘By Christ,’ screamed the rebel leader. ‘Can’t I even rape a
woman in peace?’


In the face of such concentrated fury, the Metis took a step
back and it was all that Kirsty needed. Throwing herself through the startled
group, she raced off down the muddy street. Even as she ran, the scared but
determined young lady realized that she now had no option other than to leave
the settlement.










Chapter
Six


 


‘You realize we’ve lost the advantage of surprise, don’t
you?’


The two lawmen were working their way up through the
foothills towards the mining camp. Well beyond that lay the Rocky Mountains,
which no man in his right mind would venture into in winter. They had spent a
reasonably comfortable night protected from the elements in the cabin, gorging
on the hot beans and coffee that had been so conveniently provided for them.
The five blood spattered cadavers had been left in a neat row, as though by way
of a tasteless joke, for whatever creatures that chanced to find them. After
all, the bodies represented little monetary value even in trade, except
possibly for their teeth, and the ground was far too hard for a mass burial to
be considered.


It seemed, after a full day’s riding, that the Yellowstone
River was merely a distant memory. The Mountie had been pondering on their
situation and he wasn’t happy, hence his sour comment.


Bronson casually spat out a disgusting stream of tobacco
juice, before regarding him speculatively. ‘I thought you redcoats thrived on
going it alone. The thin red line and all that shit!’


Bairstow favoured him with a scornful glance. The collars of
his thick buffalo coat were pulled up around his heavily bearded features. The
temperature had dropped noticeably since they had moved up into the hills. ‘You
know damned well that we are heavily outnumbered. We could be riding into a
trap right now.’


Even as he said this, his eyes roamed restlessly over the
unfamiliar terrain. Encumbered as they were with pack mules, they would make a
prime target for an ambuscade. The trees and rocks could have easily concealed
any number of Labeau’s followers. He felt uneasy and did not enjoy being
dependent upon the American’s local knowledge.


When his companion did respond, however, his earlier
bantering tone had gone, replaced by one of cool considered logic. ‘Yes, they
know we’re coming, but not exactly where from. We’re keeping well clear of any
recognized trails, which is one reason why the going is getting harder. Even if
Pruitt is working with Labeau, you can be sure he won’t be wandering around
these hills looking for us. Remember, I know that little shit of old. He’s a
back-shooter at heart and so will keep clear of trouble for as long as he can.
I believe that the most your man will do is send out a few scouts to try and
spot our approach. If they have got a Gatling gun, they’ll likely place a lot
of store by it, but you can’t run around a hillside with one of those things.
So I reckon those cockchafers will stay close to Alder Gulch and wait on
events.’


Bronson then favoured his companion with a shrewd glance
before asking, ‘Was that a measured enough response for you?’ As the Mountie
registered surprise at such eloquence he added, ‘My ma made sure I did my
letters and ciphers at a Quaker school. It kind of throws some folk.’


Bairstow could not resist a wry smile, before the lurking
knowledge of what they were up against, once more darkened his expression. ‘I
just think we’re badly overmatched is all. We could use some help with this.’


‘Be careful what you wish for,’ the marshal responded
cryptically.


 


Kirsty’s face was pale but determined as she locked stares
with Deckard Foster.


‘If a federal marshal is on his way here,’ she declared,
‘Then Thomas must have got through. Which means there might be a doctor with
him.’


The burly enforcer was dubious. ‘There’s no way Cates could
have got all the way to Billings and then back with help so quickly. It just
isn’t possible. Besides, what can one lone marshal do against this gang of cutthroats?’


‘He’s not alone,’ Kirsty persisted stubbornly. ‘Labeau’s men
said he had help. Enough for him to kill five of the Metis. That’s got to count
for something!’


‘That’s as maybe,’ allowed Foster. ‘But that bastard must
have close on thirty men left, not to mention that damned Gatling. How can they
sneak in here, past Labeau’s guards and surprise them all?’


What Kirsty said next stunned the older man. Lowering her
voice, she replied, ‘Because I’m going out there to find them and lead them
back in here, that’s how. I can’t stay here after what just happened. Once
Labeau gets organized he’ll come looking for me again and you know it!’


Before Foster could protest, the embittered young woman
continued remorselessly. ‘That God damned son of a bitch had my father shot,
and nearly raped me. I’m going to make him pay and. . . .’ As she momentarily
hesitated, tears came to her eyes. ‘And if there is a sawbones out there, he
can dig that bullet out of Pa, otherwise we’ll have to do it!’


Foster saw the mixture of anguish and determination on her
lovely face and knew that he had no chance of talking her out of it.


 


Dutch Henry Bruckner glowered menacingly at the group of
prospectors as they cheerfully savoured their first whiskey of the day. Partial
to all and any type of alcohol that hadn’t been previously swallowed, he had
been drinking the house gut rot slowly and steadily for the entire afternoon,
pausing only to take on board a tin plate full of greasy bacon and beans. In a
country of legendary boozers, he could hold his own with the best and would
have been viewed with outright despair by any representative of the American
Temperance Society.


His mood was unstable on the best of occasions, but by the
time a lack of light had brought an end to the working day, his humour had
turned dark and ugly. As the harsh liquid trickled down his throat, his jaw
tightened and his left eye began to twitch uncontrollably. None of the noisy
gang had even glanced his way, but something about their jovial mood had
triggered a perverse resentment. Maybe it was because it was such a long time
since he had had anything to be genuinely happy about.


The barkeeper easily recognized the signs. He had been
working at the saloon in White Sulphur Springs, Montana since it had first
opened for business and knew all the regulars thereabouts. Mostly they were
decent folks, but a small minority were just plain mean. So it was that
periodically his right hand would reassuringly caress the butt of the sawn-off
that he kept under the counter. He jovially referred to it as his ‘crowd
pleaser’, when in fact it was anything but. Not that he had any intention of
using it unless his own life was under threat. Nobody in their right mind would
wave anything in front of Dutch Henry, unless they seriously intended to kill
him stone dead and then permanently leave town ahead of pursuit by his cronies.


The fact that he was seriously outnumbered did not worry the
solitary brooding drinker one jot. In fact, he didn’t even give it a thought.
At more than six and a half feet tall, he was an absolute beast of a man. His
shoulders were like house sides and he possessed hands like hams. He had been
at various times a logger, coal miner and slaughterman. Then he discovered
crime and found it far more to his liking. For the moment, however, he was
vaguely awaiting the next job and welcomed a brawl between equals: which is how
he viewed odds of eight to one. And it seemed to be up to him to open the
proceedings.


‘I’ve had enough of listening to you bunch of pricks,’ he
announced with a booming voice that was only slightly slurred.


Silence descended on the room and then a number of things
happened at once. The barkeeper began to remove anything breakable from the
counter and all the other patrons headed for the swing doors, with the
exception of the eight prospectors. They, confident in their numbers, merely
turned to peer curiously over at him. All of them knew Dutch Henry by sight. It
was said that he had no more smile than a turnip, but they were all strong
capable individuals and none of them had had the benefit of observing him in
action. However, it did suddenly occur to one of them that it might after all
be best to humour the big fellow.


‘We surely didn’t mean to upset you, Dutch,’ offered the
spokesman. ‘We surely didn’t. Here, have another joy juice on us.’


The huge man reared up like an angry bear. ‘You snivelling
piece of puke,’ he roared. ‘I buy my own drinks. I’ve got money, see.’ With
that, he kicked away his upturned table and lumbered towards the group at the
bar. That he was liquored up was not in doubt, but it certainly hadn’t affected
his perception. ‘You touch that sawn-off, Kent,’ he snarled, ‘and it’ll be the
last thing you do on this earth.’


The barkeeper jerked involuntarily at the casual, yet oh so
lethal, threat and then backed slowly away. Other than belt knives, the
prospectors were all unarmed. With the remaining Indians no longer considered
much of a menace, very few of the miners bothered to carry firearms. Dutch
Henry had a huge Colt Dragoon tucked into his belt, but showed no inclination
to draw it. He only carried such an out-dated piece because he considered its
very size to be intimidating, just like himself.


Drawing up in front of the men, the solitary antagonist
peered down at the one who had offered to buy him a drink. ‘Looks like you’re
first in line for a slap, little man.’


That individual answered reasonably, but with a noticeable
air of desperation. ‘I meant no offence, Dutch. We don’t want any trouble.’


Dutch Henry glowered down at the nervous creature and
offered a snippet of advice. ‘What you want and what you get don’t always match
up.’


So saying, he abruptly grabbed hold of the prospector by his
throat and left thigh. With a gut-wrenching effort, the big man lifted him
bodily from the floor until that choking unfortunate was literally horizontal.
With the veins in his bull-like neck bulging from the strain, Dutch Henry then
turned and tossed his helpless victim at the nearest miners. They had formed a
semi-circle around their giant tormentor and with the bar behind them had
nowhere to run. The dead weight of their friend crashed into three of them,
crushing them against the solid timber counter. All of them collapsed to the
floor in varying degrees of distress.


The remaining four men were suddenly no longer interested in
conciliatory gestures. One of them grabbed their nearly full whiskey bottle
from the counter, upended it and viciously smashed it over Dutch Henry’s head.
If he had expected such a stunning blow to topple the giant, he was in for a
rude awakening. With whiskey and shards of glass clinging to his greasy matted
hair, that man merely rotated his thick neck to better view his assailant.
Nodding, as if with derision, Dutch Henry lashed out with a tremendous
backhanded slap, which literally lifted his victim off his feet. As the man
tumbled back against the unyielding bar counter, the back of his head struck
the edge and he slumped to the floor as though pole-axed.


That meant that five men were now out of the amazingly
one-sided fight, but the remaining revellers had abruptly realized just what
they were up against and had started to use their brains. As one man threw a
chair at Dutch Henry’s legs, the other two hurled themselves bodily at him. As
their combined weight struck him, he got tangled up in the furniture and fell
backwards. With a shattering thump that ejected all the air in his lungs, he
struck the floorboards full-length and lay there with whiskey dripping off his
nose and chin.


What the three men should have done at that point was
skedaddle, but one of them just couldn’t resist taking a swing at the fallen
leviathan. With his two companions pinning Dutch Henry’s arms, he planted a
scything blow on the helpless man’s nose. With a roar of pain and outrage, that
man sucked in a great draught of air. With renewed strength, he suddenly
contracted his outstretched limbs and slammed the two prospectors together.
Their heads connected with a sickening crunch and they were abruptly out of the
fight. With the bar room brawl suddenly reduced to one-on-one, Dutch Henry
clambered to his feet and ruefully fingered his mangled snout.


‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ he mumbled menacingly at the
last man standing. Swiftly grabbing that mesmerized unfortunate by his
shirtfront, he swung a massive fist that launched his victim into and then over
the counter. The senseless body landed at the feet of the aggrieved barkeeper.


‘Jesus, Dutch,’ protested Kent unhappily. ‘Why did you have
to go and do that? They were good customers.’


That man shook his head and then gazed over at him, as
though peering through a fog. ‘Because they looked too damned happy, that’s
why!’


Kent leaned over the counter and mournfully scrutinized the
devastation. Tables and chairs were shattered and there was more than a little
blood to be scrubbed from the floorboards. Those men who were still conscious
had the wit to stay down and were waiting to see what their massive assailant’s
next move would be. It was at that very moment that the door opened and a great
blast of chilled air blew in.


Nelson Pruitt was cold, dog-tired and desperate for a shot
of whiskey. He had spent all day riding into the teeth of a bitter north wind.
White Sulphur Springs did not amount to much, but after such a journey it
seemed like heaven. He was eagerly looking forward to a drink, a bath and a
whore – in that order. The extensive display of carnage in the bar was not at
all what he had expected, but then his weary eyes took in the massive figure of
Dutch Henry Bruckner and all became clear.


‘Hot dang, Dutch,’ Pruitt drawled. ‘Looks like you’ve been
having a celebration.’


A pair of red-rimmed, watering eyes fastened on the
newcomer. Recognition dawned and very gradually the hint of what might just
have passed for a smile spread across the big man’s brutalized features.


‘Nelson Pruitt, you little shit!’ he exclaimed generously.
‘Didn’t expect to see you around these parts. Heard tell your big brother got
cut in two by a sawn-off over at Fallowfield’s.’


Pruitt grimaced at the raw memory and suddenly had to work
hard at maintaining an affable demeanour. ‘I’ve got a proposition to put to
you. One that might place some money in your pocket and give us the chance to
settle matters with a certain Marshal Bronson, but we’ll need some help.’


Dutch Henry regarded the other man closely for long moments
before nodding slowly. He too had good reason to hate the lawman and it
involved some very hard time served in a federal penitentiary.


‘If truth be told, I was getting a bit bored round here,’ he
remarked, to a collective sigh of relief in the bar, before waving the new
arrival over to a table.


Pruitt gratefully sat down opposite and drew in a deep
breath. Puzzlingly the whole area absolutely reeked of whiskey, far more than
would be expected even in a frontier bar room. The outlaw discreetly
scrutinized the monster of a man sitting before him. That individual’s hair
appeared to be soaking and there were bits of glass glinting in it. In all
innocence, he enquired, ‘You been drinking, Dutch?’










Chapter
Seven


 


The two lawmen had passed a desperately cold and
uncomfortable night in amongst a jumble of boulders and trees. There had been
no question of lighting even a small fire, so the dreaded phrase cold camp took
on a literal meaning. With the first tentative light of dawn, they gratefully
scrambled out of their frost-covered blankets and stamped about to get the
circulation moving.


‘I’m getting too old for this,’ muttered Bronson in all
seriousness. His right hip ached, as though from the onset of rheumatism and
all his fingers were stiff, even inside thick gloves.


‘This is nothing,’ responded his younger companion amiably.
‘Back home in the higher latitudes, I’ve gone through winters where it was so
cold that the air itself froze!’


Bronson groaned at yet another tall tale from the Mountie
and yet unusually for him he really couldn’t think of a good put down. It was
simply just too bitter!


 


They were negotiating the treacherous terrain on foot,
leading their four animals behind them, when Bairstow abruptly flung up his arm.
The two men dropped to the hard ground, Winchesters at the ready.


‘What is it?’ hissed the marshal. ‘What have you seen?’ He
was more than a little peeved that he hadn’t spotted whatever was out there.
There was a momentary silence before his companion answered.


‘There was something moving amongst the trees. A flash of
white. I don’t think it was a beast.’


Bronson came to a swift decision. He might not have seen it,
but he’d sure as hell catch it. ‘Wait here with the animals while I go look.’


Without giving the Mountie chance to object, he eased out
from behind his boulder and moved off up the hill. He angled off to the right,
so as to come around and then behind whatever was up there. Jesse Bronson was
no lightweight, but he could be very quiet on his feet when he needed to.
Moving steadily uphill, he crept from tree to tree, utilizing the natural cover
as best he could.


So it was that after a time, he came out above and to the
side of a small hunched figure. The white apparel that had caught Bairstow’s
eye appeared to be a scarf or some form of headgear. Either way, it seemed a
strange choice for someone who was attempting to remain hidden.


The marshal was just about to close in, when something else
caught his attention. The individual before him had failed to spot his approach
because of a prior interest. A little further round the hillside was another
observer; only this one was gazing back down the slope, as though seeking to
detect and ambush unwary travellers. Or, just maybe, a couple of unwelcome peace
officers!


It was then that Bronson decided to proceed purely on the
basis of a hunch. Something told him that the nearest individual didn’t present
any danger to them. So keeping his Winchester in the crook of his left arm, he
moved forward slowly and carefully. Every step brought him nearer to the
unsuspecting person. Then the inevitable happened. His right boot came down on
a dry twig and the spy twisted around in horrified alarm.


Remarkably it was a woman, and quite obviously a pretty one,
even with her face partially concealed by a scarf. Without hesitation she drew
a knife from under her thick coat. That she was frightened was obvious, but
there was also fire in her eyes and thankfully she had the sense to remain
silent. With normal speech impossible, he did the only thing remaining to him.
Very slowly he drew back his buffalo coat, so as to display his well-worn badge
of office.


Kirsty’s eyes locked on to it, flitted over to his missing
left hand and then back to the badge. Her relief was obvious and as the tension
drained from both of them, he favoured her with a genuine smile. Then he
motioned for her to move closer, to allow a whispered conversation. She
complied without hesitation and in so doing demonstrated that she was nimble
and sure-footed on the broken terrain.


‘You waiting for me, little lady?’ he murmured.


‘If you’re the marshal from Billings,’ she responded
instantly.


‘I am he.’ Briefly taking his eyes from her, he nodded over
at the distant figure. ‘Are there any more of him lurking around these parts?’


‘Not between here and Alder Gulch that I know of, but then
I’ve never done this sort of thing before,’ Kirsty openly admitted. Then her
eyes narrowed as she put the question. ‘You going to kill him now?’


‘I reckon not,’ he responded solemnly. That she was eager
for some bloodletting was plain to see and he pondered briefly on the cause.
For her to be out on the hillside unaccompanied, suggested that things were
going badly in the mining camp. ‘Dime to a dollar, he’s not alone out here. Any
shooting will alert his compadres, so we’ll leave him still breathing and none
the wiser.’


With that, he turned and began to retrace his steps.
Gratefully, he heard her following on, because there could be no place for an
argument within earshot of an enemy.


 


It was only when Kirsty and the marshal joined Bairstow that
she realized the true size of the relief party. ‘Are you all there is?’ she
exclaimed in horror. ‘Where’s the doctor? Didn’t Thomas tell you about my pa?’


‘It was just luck that we found him near to death on the
trail,’ explained Bronson. ‘Those half-breeds had caught up with him before he
got anywhere near Billings. I’d already been assigned to track them down, but
we didn’t know their whereabouts until we heard it from your man.’


Kirsty’s frustration was obvious. ‘And who the hell’s this?’
she demanded, indicating the Mountie.


‘That’s Canada’s answer to a peace officer,’ replied Bronson
with a wry smile.


That man strode eagerly forward to introduce himself. He had
already carried out a full inspection of the young lady and had come to the
rapid conclusion that she was undeniably attractive.


‘Corporal Samuel Bairstow of the North West Mounted Police,
ma’am. Or is it possibly Miss?’


‘Oh, for pity’s sake,’ groaned Bronson. ‘We haven’t got time
for sweet niceties. We need to keep moving on to the camp before any of
Labeau’s scouts trip over us. You can take point and lead us in,’ he instructed
Kirsty. ‘But first you’d better tell us just what’s been going on in Alder
Gulch. Oh and get rid of that damn scarf. It’s far too bright for skulking.’


Her response was unequivocal. ‘My ma gave me this on her
death bed. I never travel without it and I’m not going to start now. Besides,
you wouldn’t have found me without it!’


The Mountie chuckled appreciatively. She was a real
firebrand and none the worse for it.


 


By the time the three of them had reached the outskirts of
the camp, both men knew all of relevance that had taken place in Alder Gulch
since Labeau’s half-breeds had sprung upon it. They learnt of the initial
deaths amongst Deckard Foster’s men, of the shooting of Kirsty’s father and of
her own very personal harassment at the hands of the Metis leader. Every word
that Kirsty uttered demonstrated her anger at, and loathing of, the intruders.
She left them in no doubt as to how she wished matters to proceed.


‘If you can get hold of that big gun, you could slaughter
them all!’


Even in such pressured circumstances, Bairstow found himself
physically attracted to the firebrand, but the marshal had other thoughts on
his mind. ‘There may well be killing,’ he allowed. ‘But I’m not looking for a
massacre! They want to see prisoners back over the border, not a pile of
cadavers. So we need to survey the layout and make a plan.’


Kirsty was adamant on one score. ‘And we need to see to my
pa.’


With the animals ground tethered out of sight, she led the
lawmen to a hidden vantage point on the side of the ravine overlooking the main
thoroughfare. Alder Gulch had sprung into vigorous life over twenty years
earlier and the population had been so sizeable that for a while some people
had even lived in dugouts and under overhanging rocks. Over time the main gold
deposits had played out and the bulk of the opportunists moved on, but there
was still enough flake to be panned and enough ore to be dug up to keep the
camp viable. Log cabins served to keep the bitter cold out and gave the
settlement a feeling of permanence.


The two lawmen viewed the street below them with practised
eyes. The obvious strongpoint was the Gatling gun with its three attendants. That
had to be neutralized first if they were to have any chance of relieving the
camp. Such a task would be easier to achieve after dark, but was impractical
because the workforce would have returned by then and might easily get caught
up in any wild shooting.


‘It ain’t going to be easy getting the drop on those
fellows,’ muttered Bronson as he viewed the muffled individuals pacing around
by the gun. ‘They look like they’re on hot bricks.’


‘Labeau put the fear of God into them after he sent out the
scouts,’ Kirsty responded bitterly. She knew to her cost exactly what happened
to those that displeased the Metis leader.


Bairstow was unusually silent as he pondered the problem. An
idea had occurred to him, but it represented one hell of a risk. It was the
sheer determination on Kirsty’s highly attractive features that finally
convinced him to try it. She had displayed great spirit and with any luck might
just favourably recognize that same quality in someone else. Leaning over to
the marshal, he announced gravely, ‘I’ll be your diversion. It’ll give you the
chance to take out that gun. Just don’t mess it up, that’s all!’


 


The three guards were consumed by conflicting emotions. They
were proud at having been entrusted with the awesome firepower of the big gun
and yet they were so cold that they had lost feeling in their feet. Because
they were under ferocious instructions to remain with the Gatling at all times,
all they could do was stomp manically about in a semi-circle. Perversely, they
were actually looking forward to darkness falling, because they could then at
least huddle around the pitch torches. The guards were also nervous. They had
heard talk of the approach of a United States marshal. They did not know
exactly what one of those was, but it was said that he had killed many of their
comrades sent out in pursuit of the miner. Such a man must possess a great deal
of power!


The vision in scarlet that suddenly appeared at the other
end of the street totally transfixed them all. He wore the uniform of the hated
Canadian Police, but surely no single redcoat would dare enter Alder Gulch
alone. Such an awesome display of confidence could only come from having many
men at his back.


Despite having discarded his buffalo coat in such bitter
cold, the Mountie’s body was damp with sweat. He nervously sat astride his
horse in the centre of the street, expecting to feel the crushing blow of a
bullet at any moment.


After apprehensively clearing his throat, he got a grip of
his fears and managed to bellow out forcefully, ‘My name is Corporal Samuel
Bairstow of the North West Mounted Police. Your camp is completely surrounded.
You will lay down your weapons at once or rivers of blood will flow!’


The three men fingered their guns uneasily. No one had yet
reached for the Gatling, because they were overwhelmed by indecision. They
could still only see one man, but what if there was truth in his words? At that
very moment there could be any number of rifles aimed directly at them!


Inside the adjacent cabin, Jacques Labeau jerked upright at
the peremptory command. After failing to have his way with the Landers bitch,
he had been in a morose mood. He had searched the camp for her without success
and had eventually concluded that she must be hiding up in the hills. Since
then, much joy juice had passed his lips and his wits were addled, but not so
much that he couldn’t recognize a threat to his authority when he heard one.
Staggering to his feet, he grabbed the nearest weapon to hand and rushed for
the door. As he flung it open, the first thing he saw in the street was a
bearded redcoat astride a massive horse, looking for all the world as though he
owned the place.


‘Mon dieu,’ howled the outraged Metis. As he tried to level
his heavy ‘trapdoor’ Springfield, he bellowed down the street at the strangely
inactive guards, ‘Shoot him down, you fools!’ With that he snapped off an
ill-judged shot that was far too low.


The heavy bullet slammed into the horse’s belly. With warm
blood pumping from the lethal wound, the animal screamed in pain and toppled
heavily to one side. Unable to jump free in time, Bairstow crashed to the
frozen earth with teeth-jarring force. Stunned by the impact, he lay helplessly
on the ground with his left leg trapped under the weight of his dying horse.


The sudden outbreak of violence had broken the spell and the
three guards jerked into life. Without any answering gunfire, it abruptly
occurred to them that the Mountie’s dramatic appearance was just a gigantic
bluff.


‘He’s all on his own,’ yelled one of the men jubilantly, as
he levered up a cartridge in an old Henry Rifle that he had stolen from one of
the miners. The other two enthusiastically pointed their weapons down the
street. After hours of boredom, the thought of taking pot shots at a largely
defenceless foe held great appeal.


Marshal Bronson came around the corner of the wooden
building directly behind them, carrying the most effective weapon in the
circumstances – his twelve gauge sawn-off.


‘One chance only,’ he stated flatly. ‘Drop your weapons and
get on the ground, now!’


For the second time that day, the three men froze in shock.
It was the guard with the Henry that recovered first and he made the fatal
mistake of turning too fast. Outnumbered three to one and with his partner down
and possibly injured, Bronson couldn’t afford any warning shots. With the
stubby weapon supported by his hook, he squeezed the first trigger. There was a
loud report and a cloud of black-powder smoke temporarily obscured his victim,
but the frenzied screaming testified to the accuracy of the blast. Moving the
sawn-off slightly, Bronson discharged the remaining barrel. The second
half-breed’s thick clothing was no defence and with a strangled cry that man
fell back into the Gatling gun, before collapsing to the ground stone dead.


Oblivious to the fact that he was now facing an empty
weapon, the last of the three was completely immobilised by sheer terror. As he
stood there with eyes like saucers, a stream of urine flowed over his boots.
Bronson’s lips curled up disdainfully as he slammed the butt of his shotgun
into the side of the man’s head. That individual collapsed next to his stricken
cronies as though he had been pole-axed and lay completely still.


Down the street, Bairstow was in grave trouble. Labeau had
retrieved some more cartridges from the cabin and was now taking aimed shots at
the trapped Mountie, who had no option other than to cower behind the vast bulk
of his dead horse. He had lost his rifle in the fall and so had drawn his
service issue Adams Revolver, but was outgunned by the powerful rifle firing
from cover. Every shot seemed to get closer, as the bullets slammed into the
blood-soaked belly of the unfortunate animal.


As Kirsty appeared at his side, Bronson moved swiftly behind
the Gatling and barked urgently, ‘Now’s your chance for retribution. That
damned redcoat is going to get himself killed if we don’t get this cannon
spitting lead.’


A long black magazine capable of holding forty cartridges
protruded upwards from the top of the multi-barrelled gun. A swift glance told
him that it was full. Other magazines were piled near the base of the heavy
weapon. Thankfully the Metis had been prepared to repel an attack and that fact
would now work in the lawman’s favour. Kneeling down, he swivelled the gun on
its tripod so that it pointed at Labeau’s cabin. Then, taking hold of the hand
crank, Bronson glanced up at Kirsty. ‘Grip the top of the magazine so that it
stays in the hopper, while I show that son of a bitch a thing or two!’


With that, he turned the crank clockwise and all hell broke
loose. It was not a single volley, but rather a continuous rapid fire that
opened up on Labeau’s position. That man had just released the ‘trapdoor’ to
load another cartridge into the breech of his rifle when the first bullet
struck the door surround. And then another and another and another! It was not
the first time that he had been under fire from such a gun, but it still seemed
both incredible and terrifying. The injustice of being shot at with his own
rapid-fire weapon was also not lost on him. A steady stream of lead slammed
into the rough-cut timber around him, forcing the rebel leader to flee to the
rear of the cabin. Even as he ran, a splinter of wood lanced into his left arm
and drew a howl of pain from his lips.


Outside, Bairstow had finally dragged himself free from
under his dead horse and found that, remarkably, he had no broken bones.
Recovering his Winchester, he holstered the Adams and peered down the street at
his two companions. The deadly fusillade had abruptly ceased and Bronson bellowed
over to him, ‘Empty.’


Staggering to his feet, the Mountie ran stiffly to the side
and then across the thoroughfare in pursuit of Labeau. There was no wooden
sidewalk in such a primitive place, just hard earth or mud, so he hunkered down
next to the door. Knowing that there would undoubtedly be a rifle pointing at
the entrance, he literally had no idea what to do next.


Bronson, meanwhile, had replaced the empty magazine with a
full one. He did have an idea what would happen next. The sheer volume of noise
had to have been heard at the diggings. The remaining rebels would most likely
assume that the camp was under attack by a posse and that the Gatling was being
used to fend it off, which would hopefully give the lawmen an edge.


‘We’ve got no cover here at all,’ Bronson muttered to his
feisty companion. ‘Open the door behind us and we’ll drag this tripod back.’


‘You just love to give orders, don’t you?’ she replied, but
nevertheless did as she was told.


‘I’m a federal officer,’ he responded with uncharacteristic
pomposity. ‘That gives me the right!’


As if adding weight to his words, there came a tremendous
pounding of hoofs as Labeau’s followers hastened back to the camp.


‘Get those other magazines back here fast,’ Bronson
commanded. ‘You had an all-fired hankering for some killing and it looks like
you’re going to get your wish!’


Kirsty appeared genuinely shocked at such forthright
language. There was no hiding the fear in her eyes. She was relatively new to
brutal bloody violence and it appeared as though her baptism of fire had only
just begun!










Chapter
Eight


 


Jesse Bronson had the intelligence to realize that, even
with the revolutionary rapid firing Gatling, he was still no match for over
twenty men if they possessed even an ounce of tactical sense and if they were
given the chance to use it. He knew that the three of them could only benefit
from the ‘shock and awe’ factor once, so he would have to take full advantage
of it. The very fact that the Metis horsemen would inevitably have to bunch up within
the confines of the camp’s only street would work in the lawman’s favour.


‘Crouch down behind the gun until I say,’ he instructed
Kirsty. ‘I just hope that damned Canadian has got the sense to get off the
street. That crazy red jacket of his acts like a beacon.’


As the drumming hoofs came closer, that very thought
occurred to the frontier policeman. It irked him that the Metis leader was
unaccounted for, but he knew that he had to get out of sight and fast. Twisting
away, he ducked round the corner and then over to the next cabin. With his back
up against that, he would be invisible to the horsemen as they came into camp
from the same direction that he had. He only just made it!


The massed body of horsemen galloped into Alder Gulch and
viciously reined up before Bairstow’s dead mount. The apparent lack of activity
was not what they had expected and consequently the rebels milled around in
confusion. They spied the Gatling gun with three bodies sprawled in front of
it, but couldn’t immediately make out who they were. Then Labeau’s harsh tones
boomed out from the rear of the cabin, ‘They’ve got the gun, you morons. Spread
out before—’ The rest of his words were lost in the mayhem of blood and
bullets.


Down the street, Kirsty leapt to her feet to grip the magazine
and Bronson pushed forward on the hand crank. He had his hook fixed in a toggle
at the back of the gun, which allowed him to easily swivel it from side to
side. As a stream of lead spewed out from the multiple barrels, a great cloud
of sulphurous smoke gathered in front of the gun, obscuring his view. Not that
that really mattered. At such range, the marshal simply couldn’t miss.


The heavy bullets scythed into the packed mass of men and
horses, puncturing flesh and breaking bone. The rudimentary street rapidly
became a place of mud and blood, as the horses churned up the ground and
Bronson’s shattered victims tumbled on to it. Not even the repeated detonations
could blot out the screams of the wounded. The machine gun was remorseless, as
it ploughed bloody furrows through the Metis horsemen. And then suddenly the
crank turned, but no bullets came. The second magazine was empty. The lawman
well knew that what happened next depended on whether Labeau’s men had any
fight left in them and he was soon to find out.


With bloodcurdling howls two men at the front of the pack,
who had miraculously escaped harm, spurred their terrified horses forward.


‘Get a new magazine in, fast,’ Bronson directed as he drew
his Remington single action and cocked the hammer. Kirsty didn’t need any
urging. Tilting the elongated section of metal, she removed it from the hopper,
hurled it to the ground and grabbed another. Even as the marshal lined up on
the first horse, that being the larger target, he heard shooting from further down
the street and correctly surmised that Bairstow was finally contributing to the
fight.


The two fast approaching half-breeds had grown up on the
Canadian Plains and were excellent horsemen, but even they could not aim
accurately at speed. All their opponent needed to do to survive the encounter
was to keep his nerve and he possessed that ability. With calm deliberation,
Bronson placed his first bullet into the animal’s breast. Its forelegs buckled
with the shock. As a great gout of blood spurted forth, it slewed sideways and
crashed to the ground. Its rider was thrown forward with great force, whilst
the other horseman instinctively pulled away to avoid a collision. The man on
the ground was at the very least badly stunned, so Bronson chose to fire up at
the second man. Even as the gun bucked in his hand, he knew that he’d got it
right.


His bullet must have struck a lung, because the Metis spewed
out a mouthful of blood and swayed drunkenly in his saddle. The man’s horse,
frightened by the shooting and sudden lack of control by his rider, bolted at
speed.


‘Watch out,’ screamed Kirsty, as the first man staggered to
his feet and drew a belt gun. He appeared disorientated and confused, but
Bronson had neither the time nor inclination to take any prisoners. His
revolver discharged again and his opponent went down hard and fast.


 


Bairstow considered himself to be a stalwart individual, but
as the Gatling had opened up on the packed horsemen at close range, he was able
only to observe the butchery in stunned awe. In his time as a policeman, he had
never experienced anything like it before, not even in the final battle with
the Metis back in May. It was only when the weapon had ceased firing that he
realized he had to get involved, otherwise his two companions were in danger of
being overrun whilst reloading.


With his shoulders against the cabin wall, he sighted down
the barrel of his Winchester on to a broad back and squeezed the trigger. Then,
with practised ease, he levered and fired repeatedly into the rear of the
remaining horsemen. More riders tumbled to the ground creating further chaos
and confusion. And then, at the other end of the street, Bronson turned the
crank again and their victory was complete. No men could endure such slaughter.


As the bullets scythed relentlessly into them, the few
surviving Metis despairingly broke and fled. Then, abruptly and well before its
time, the Gatling ceased belching forth death. There was a blockage in its
intricate mechanism that would take time to clear. The fugitives reined in and
weighed up their suddenly unexpected options. They really didn’t fancy charging
back up that blood-soaked thoroughfare. Then a harsh, heavily accented voice
bellowed out from a nearby cabin.


‘Kill that cursed Mountie,’ demanded Labeau. ‘He is surely
behind all this.’


As half a dozen enraged Metis turned their horses towards
him, Corporal Bairstow ran as though the hounds of hell were after him. He knew
that he couldn’t outrun horses for long, but he just needed to get to the rear
of the cabin. With the pounding of many hoofs closing on him, he reached the
corner and flung himself around it. As a shot rang out, a hastily aimed bullet
slammed into nearby timber.


Reluctantly dropping flat on to the cloying mud, Bairstow
then slid sideways under the floorboards of the cabin. He was greeted by the
overwhelming stink of urine and excrement. Some of the camp’s inhabitants
obviously hadn’t been bothered to trail to the river. Almost retching, he lay
there in the semi-darkness covered in slime, listening to the pursuing horsemen
rounding the corner. As they milled about in disbelief, he aimed his rifle at
the light and waited.


 


As the cloud of acrid smoke gradually cleared, Bronson
glanced down at the pile of brass cartridges around the tripod. He felt sick to
his stomach at such carnage. He had signed on as a deputy marshal to improve
his own lot and that of his country, not slaughter countless human beings.
Shaking his head, he knew that he had to get a grip. Kirsty had already
disobeyed him by running off down the street brandishing his Winchester. He
knew full well that there could be any number of wounded, but still dangerous,
rebels. Grabbing his shotgun, the lawman loaded it on the run – a difficult
task with only one hand.


At close quarters, the street resembled a slaughterhouse.
Bullets from the Gatling had struck men and horses indiscriminately. Yet
whether any of them could actually be saved was something that would have to
wait. As renewed firing broke out, Bronson observed a clutch of horsemen at the
far end of the street. They were spurring their horses off to the left and
could only be chasing one thing: a red tunic.


Bellowing at Kirsty to stand fast, he raced off between the
cabins. Reaching the end of the short alleyway, the lawman glanced down the
uneven line of buildings. The surviving rebels were clustered around the back
of a cabin. From the indentations in the mud, their prey had obviously gone to
ground, but none of them showed any inclination to pursue him. After so much
slaughter, it would likely only take the threat of more violence to break their
shaky resolve and so Bronson tucked the shotgun into his shoulder and took aim.
The stubby barrels rested on his left forearm and after a short hesitation he
raised them slightly before squeezing one trigger. There had been enough
killing for one day!


The lethal shot discharged harmlessly into the air above the
riders, but it was enough to make them turn tail and run. The skulking Mountie
had suddenly become irrelevant and they were all too well aware that their dead
greatly outnumbered the survivors.


Replacing the smoking cartridge, Bronson cautiously
approached Bairstow’s bolthole. ‘It’s safe to come out now,’ he remarked drily.


There came a muffled obscenity, followed by a deal of
scuffling before the mud-soaked Canadian finally emerged. Despite the
circumstances, it was impossible for the Montana marshal to repress a smile.
‘Looks like you Mounties have finally learned the benefit of camouflage,’ he
drolly remarked. Before the other man could reply, he turned and guardedly
headed over to the main street. He was concerned about Kirsty and the lack of
gunfire did nothing to allay his fears.


Bronson found her standing in a daze, amidst a scene of pure
carnage. His Winchester had slipped from her grasp, as she vainly struggled to
come to terms with the shocking spectacle. Other than the young woman, every
creature in sight, either two or four legged, was washed with blood. Cries of
anguish emanated from those rebels who were wounded and helpless. They pleaded
for their comrades to assist them, but their entreaties went unanswered. Labeau
and his remaining men had apparently made good their escape, if in fact that
was what they had done.


Suddenly, as the lawman moved over to join her, fresh movement
registered on his peripheral vision. More people were approaching on foot from
the direction of the diggings and he instinctively shifted his shotgun to cover
them.


‘Hold on, Marshal,’ Kirsty intoned swiftly. The possibility
of more violence had brought her to her senses. ‘They’re my people.’


 


As Deckard Foster led the residents of Alder Gulch back into
their camp, he could not possibly have been prepared for the scene that would
greet him. The blood-soaked street, covered by dead or wounded men and animals,
provided a gruesome backdrop for the only man left standing. He was a tall,
heavily built individual with a drooping moustache. There was an unquestionable
air of authority about him that was not only attributable to the lethal twelve
gauge in his grasp. Then his glance took in Kirsty’s familiar form and with
relief he realized that the newcomer had to have returned with her.


‘Easy with that shotgun, mister,’ implored Foster, holding
his hands out palm first. ‘We’re nothing to do with those murdering sons of
bitches.’


If he had expected a response, he was to be disappointed.
The somewhat menacing individual gazed at him blankly without lowering the gun,
as though deep in thought. In spite of his impressive size and position as the
camp’s enforcer, Foster felt strangely uneasy as he regarded the lone gunman.
With unaccustomed nervousness, he tried again.


‘Are you some kind of lawman? Only we were in real need of
help up here.’


Finally his entreaties seemed to register. With a sigh, the
big man carefully lowered his weapon and then opened his shaggy coat. Pinned to
his chest was the worn badge that they had so hoped to see.


‘The name’s Bronson. Deputy US marshal out of Billings. The
howdy do’s will have to wait.’ His tone was brisk and no nonsense, as though he
had just thought everything through and now required instant co-operation. ‘I
need to know just where those sons of bitches have gone and what their
intentions might be, so get some men up into the hills to check around. Then I
need some of you to disarm the wounded. Anyone not dead could still be
dangerous. Oh, and get that Gatling off the street.’


Foster blinked uncertainly as he absorbed the blizzard of
instructions. He wasn’t used to being spoken to in such an abrupt manner and it
didn’t sit well. ‘Now hold on, Marshal. My name’s Deckard Foster. I run the
vigilance committee for the camp.’ Then, as though sensing that that wasn’t
quite enough, he added, ‘Kirsty’ll vouch for me.’


Bronson regarded the large hairy individual with some
impatience. An icy smile spread across his features, as he pointedly glanced
around at the carnage. ‘Well, Deckard Foster, it’s plain for all to see that
you haven’t been all that vigilant. In case you hadn’t noticed, you’ve been a
prisoner in your own camp! Now I’m the duly appointed federal authority in
these parts and if we’re going to make this senseless slaughter count for
anything at all, then you’re going to have to do as I say. Savvy?’ The other
man nodded silently. It was clear that he hadn’t yet adjusted to the change in
circumstances, but the lawman wasn’t finished. ‘Never complain and never
explain. That little motto’s served me well enough over the years, but this
once I’m going to make an exception. The reason I want that Gatling off the
street and out of action is because otherwise we’ll waste time guarding
something that has no good purpose anymore. Now that you and your vigilantes
have got your guns back, Labeau hasn’t got the men left to storm this place
again and such a cumbersome weapon is useless out there in the hills. So it
makes more sense to strip it down and hide it than give them the chance to
steal it back. One last thing to think on. There’s snow in the air and those
Canadians are well used to harsh winters. If we’re not careful we could find
ourselves cut off and under siege.’


Foster didn’t care to be referred to as a vigilante, but he
let it pass. Besides, he suddenly had something else to think about. A tall
individual, coated in mud and brandishing a rifle, had just emerged from the
nearest alley. Bronson caught the movement in his peripheral vision and the
ghost of a smile crossed his hard features.


‘This here’s a dismounted policeman from north of the
border. He prefers crawling to riding.’


That was too much for the aggrieved Mountie. ‘Now just a God
damned minute, Bronson!’


The big marshal guffawed and shook his head. ‘Just funning,
Corporal. Just funning.’ It was obvious to him that Foster had something to say
and the lawman was keenly aware that, standing around in the street, they were
all mightily vulnerable.


The camp’s enforcer had decided that Deputy Bronson clearly
knew what he was about, but he was puzzled. ‘Why would those curs concern
themselves with us anymore? They’re more than likely headed north on the river
by now. When I send some men out, we’ll know for sure.’


The lawman was completely nonplussed. ‘The river! How do you
figure that out?’


It was Foster’s turn to appear confused. He turned to Kirsty
and put the question, ‘Didn’t you tell him about the rafts?’


The young lady casually shrugged, but nonetheless coloured
with embarrassment. ‘I didn’t think it was important. How could I know that the
three of us would put them all to flight?’


Bronson fumed with exasperation. ‘Girl, because of you I
could have left the back door open. So from now on you let me decide just
what’s important. Savvy?’


Conscious of many eyes on her, she nodded silently.


Switching back to the enforcer, the marshal demanded, ‘So
talk to me. What have those half-breeds been up to?’


Foster took the time to instruct some of his men to scout
around, before answering that question. ‘That Labeau is no fool, but he is also
very lucky. He and his scum just happened to turn up here when the camp had
three years’ worth of mined gold stockpiled. Because we are so remote and there’s
no railhead anywhere close, it made sense to hold on to it . . . until now. It
means that bastard has stolen everything that we possess.’ The big man’s voice
cracked slightly as he related the sorry tale. ‘Anyway, he knew that with
winter coming on, he might struggle to get the gold out of here if the camp got
snowed in.’ Foster glanced curiously at the bedraggled Mountie. ‘He thought
that someone might be after him, so he set his men to building rafts. The river
flows into the Missouri and that’s navigable all the way down to Great Falls.
That’s where it all stops, because there are five waterfalls over a ten-mile
stretch. Eighty years ago Lewis and Clark portaged past them, but with the load
Labeau’s carrying that’s out of the question. But, steamboats come up the river
as far as the town. With money and guns, he would have no trouble taking over
one of those and then it’s on to the Bear Paw Mountains. From there the
Canadian border is just spitting distance away.’


Bronson glared angrily at the Mountie. ‘Why didn’t you think
of this? You’re supposed to know how your people reason.’


That was entirely too much for the corporal. Striding
forward, he placed himself nose to nose with the American. ‘They’re not my
people. They are disaffected rebels who don’t want anything to do with the new
country that we’re building. And just how was I to know that we were near the
Missouri River? I don’t even know where we are. That’s why you were ordered out
here by Marshal Kelley, Deputy.’


Both men’s hackles were rising. They could easily have come
to blows, had not the return of Foster’s men diverted them.


‘There’s two rafts missing alright, Deckard. They’ve just
taken the ones with crates of gold loaded on. Even so, they’re going to be
short-handed when they hit rough water with that much weight on board.’


Such a report concentrated everyone’s thoughts. The two
lawmen both consciously took a deep breath and backed off. The Mountie in
particular seemed to have something on his mind. ‘Years ago, French voyageurs
explored this continent by river, trading and hunting. It’s in their blood. If
anyone can control heavily laden rafts, Labeau’s men can.’


‘Oh, great,’ fumed Bronson. ‘So now we’re up against
pirates.’ His confrontation with Bairstow completely forgotten, he turned away
and began to prowl aimlessly around the thoroughfare, deep in thought. Even the
moans of the wounded failed to distract him. He knew that, however many
opinions might be forthcoming, it was effectively up to him to decide on the
next course of action. In reality, he had little choice. Although the bulk of
Labeau’s men were accounted for and the Gatling recovered, the man himself was
still at large. Since Bronson was tasked with apprehending him, it looked like
he was about to join the navy.


Returning to the others, he looked pointedly at the Mountie.
‘So if you’re Canadian, it must mean that you can handle a raft as well.’


Bairstow snorted. ‘I’m from English Protestant stock. My
forebears were American colonists, loyal to the crown, who escaped up to Canada
after the War of Independence. I’ve never crewed a river raft in my life and
don’t try to connect me to the scum that we’re chasing. But,’ he allowed, ‘I am
prepared to give it a try if you are.’


Kirsty could no longer remain silent. ‘Now just you fellows
hold on. You’re not going anywhere until one of you gets a bullet out of my pa.
We were expecting you to bring a sawbones along and you haven’t, so now it’s up
to you.’ Fixing her fiery gaze on Bronson, she added, ‘You’ve obviously shot
plenty in your time, so it stands to reason that you know how to pull the lead
out again. And as a federal officer it’s your sworn duty to help!’


The marshal had the sense to know when he was stonewalled
and he couldn’t deny that she had the right of it. It also made more sense to
set off in the morning, once the raft had been appraised and provisioned.


Foster added his own contribution. ‘Those thieving bastards
will be mighty low in the water with all that weight. It’ll slow them down
plenty. And they’ll likely tie up someplace come dark, because they don’t know
the river any better than you do.’


‘All right, all right, you’ve convinced me,’ conceded
Bronson. ‘I’ll need liquor, towels, a thin blade and a fire to heat it in. Show
me where the patient is!’


 


Two things occurred that evening that were likely to have
grave consequences for all the various occupants of Alder Gulch. It began to
snow hard and Kirsty’s father finally died, under the knife. The heavy snowfall
did at least mean that the fresh cadavers would stay that way; free from
corruption and foul odours until the miners had chance to dispose of them. The
latter occurrence was entirely free of any redeeming features.


Already drifting in and out of consciousness, Kirk Landers
had been heavily dosed with laudanum. In his time, Marshal Bronson had
witnessed the extraction of many bullets and intended to draw on that
experience. Unfortunately, he had barely begun to probe the infected wound when
the poor man gave a tremendous shudder, emitted a muted groan and suddenly lay
very still. It was decided that most likely his heart had given out. In a way
it was a blessing, because at least his suffering was over, but his daughter
could hardly be expected to view it that way.


 Sometime after this traumatic event, Kirsty and the two
lawmen were standing in the large cabin at the end of the street, which the
Metis had used as a meeting house. It had been turned into a makeshift
operating room, although with the demise of Kirk Landers there were no longer
any patients left. Deckard Foster and some of the more bloodthirsty miners had
gone out in the encroaching darkness and finished off the wounded marauders.
With their cries for mercy ignored, muzzle flashes flared eerily in the night,
as gunshots echoed around the ravine.


Bronson and Bairstow exchanged meaningful glances, but made
no move to stop the premeditated slaughter. They well knew that the isolated
settlement did not have the facilities to house and treat wounded prisoners and
both men understood that the miners were out to avenge weeks of fear and
oppression. The death of their comrade had been the last straw. The main
priority for the lawmen was now to get some much-needed sleep, but Kirsty
wasn’t quite ready to let them rest. Since the death of her father she had been
understandably silent and morose, but that was about to change.


‘I’m going with you on the raft,’ she announced. ‘I want to
be there when you catch up with Labeau.’


Bronson had been expecting some such nonsense and was ready
for her. ‘Now wait just a God damned minute, young lady. This isn’t going to be
a joy ride and we’re not taking passengers, period!’ He looked to the Mountie
for support, but that man was strangely silent.


Conscious of a possible ally, Kirsty tried a new tack. ‘Do
either of you know this river? Have either of you ever handled a raft before?
Because believe me they can be as ornery as a mule and twice as dangerous.’


Before the marshal could offer a retort, Bairstow finally
spoke and there was no hiding the interest in his eyes as he viewed her
closely. ‘How would you know rafts or the river? You’re a miner’s daughter, not
a voyageur.’


Despite her grief, Kirsty couldn’t hide a triumphant smile
as she replied. ‘My pa and some others rafted down to Great Falls for supplies
in the summer and then came back overland. They took me with them, so I know
where the white water is and a good place where Labeau could fort up and take
you – us by surprise. So you see you really do need me.’


The Mountie gazed at her with frank admiration and maybe something
else in his eyes. His unprofessional interest was not missed by the marshal,
but that man was just too tired for another confrontation. He held his arms up
in mock surrender and turned away, but still managed to have the last word by
supplying a chilling reminder of what they were up against. ‘This isn’t just a
lark, you know, Kirsty. If it all goes wrong, you won’t even end up in a cold
hole in the ground with your pa. You’ll be feeding the fishes at the bottom of
the Missouri River!’










Chapter
Nine


 


Jesse Bronson took his first look at the raft and didn’t
like what he saw. He didn’t like it one little bit. His disquiet must have
showed plainly, because Bairstow edged up next to him and put an obvious
question. ‘Can you swim, Bronson?’


The marshal glared fiercely at him. ‘What do you think I am,
some damn fool kid? Of course I can swim.’


With that he stalked over to the rudimentary landing beyond
the camp and clambered gingerly on to the waiting conveyance. As it wallowed
slightly under his weight, his eyes widened like saucers. Although the raft was
securely tied to two solid posts sunk into the riverbank, the water was flowing
past at speed and left nothing to the imagination. His sense of balance was
also affected by something else. The snow had ceased to fall hours before, but
the untrimmed logs that made up the structure had a good coating that was only
then turning to slush.


Conscious of the Mountie’s eyes still on him, Bronson made
great play of examining the craft that was to carry them downriver in pursuit
of the fugitives. It was easily twenty feet in length and probably two thirds
of that in width. The front end was V shaped, presumably to aid their progress
through the water, and the marshal had to admit that the whole thing appeared
to be solidly put together. But then of course it had been intended to carry
very heavy crates of stolen gold. Did that mean that without such a cargo, they
would be dangerously unstable?


As his eyes feverishly roved about, they took in the small
shelter situated amidships. It was made of rough boards and could accommodate
the three of them at a push, if they all huddled together. On his instructions,
the Gatling gun, covered by a tarpaulin, had been roped and pegged to the logs
just in front of the shelter. A single steering oar was located at the rear of
the vessel. He shuddered at the thought of attempting to control that in rough
weather. ‘What if I fall overboard, for Christ’s sake?’ he pondered.


As though uncannily reading his thoughts, Deckard Foster had
some advice for the visibly shaken marshal. ‘Water is very fickle. You have to
watch it all the time, especially now, after all the rain that there’s been up
in the hills. The river’s running fast and deep.’


Bronson gazed over at the camp’s enforcer. The burly individual
had arrived to watch their departure and was stood at the water’s edge,
observing him closely. To the marshal’s heightened imagination, it seemed as
though everyone was scrutinizing him that morning.


‘And I’d advise you to listen to Kirsty,’ the miner added.
‘She may be only young, but she has made this journey before. She’s sharp and
plucky and can tell you what to look out for.’


It was at that moment that the young lady herself appeared,
followed by one of the miners carrying provisions for the raft. She was heavily
muffled up and obviously well prepared for conditions on the river. Her eyes
were red-rimmed from crying over her father as he was laid to rest in a hastily
excavated grave, but there was no doubting her determination. ‘Ready when you
are, gentlemen,’ she forthrightly announced to her two travelling companions.


Before the Mountie was able to respond, Bronson snapped
back, ‘I’ll do the telling!’ With that he promptly turned away and hurried off
towards the nearest stand of timber. ‘But first I’ve got something to attend
to,’ he bawled out by way of explanation.


‘Easy to see he’s no sailor,’ Bairstow remarked drily.
‘First sign of deep water and he needs to take a shit!’


 


Luke Tasker twitched nervously at the sight of the four
horsemen heading towards him through the snow-covered trees. He had not
expected to encounter anyone so far from the camp. Having watched the departure
of Kirsty and the two lawmen on the lone raft, the young miner had decided to
enjoy his recently regained freedom by going hunting. Meat stocks in the
settlement were low, after weeks of occupation by the marauders.


With their faces muffled against the cold, Luke had no idea
who the men were, but something about them worried him. No one had any good
reason to be out in the foothills of the Rockies in winter. He briefly
considered hightailing it, but the conditions were not ideal for speed and
besides, he had a stubborn streak. Unlike most of the miners, the young man was
not completely unfamiliar with gunplay. He had spent a year as a deputy town
marshal in Rapid City, Dakota Territory before coming to his senses and getting
a less challenging job. Dismounting, he placed himself so that his horse
shielded him from the strangers. Sliding the barrel of his Winchester over the
saddle, Luke levered in a brass cartridge.


‘I reckon that’s far enough, gents,’ he called out firmly.
‘Let’s have a palaver before you get any closer.’


As the four men reined in about twenty-five yards away, Luke
got his first good look at them and fear began to gnaw at his guts. All of
their features continued to remain hidden, with only their eyes uncovered and
one of them was absolutely enormous. That veritable bear of a man turned to
glance at his cronies and nodded. As if by pre-arrangement, they all began to
spread out in a semi-circle around the young miner. Despite the cold, moist
atmosphere, Luke’s mouth was suddenly bone dry. Gesturing with his rifle, he
managed to cry out, ‘Don’t move or I’ll fire!’


‘Don’t,’ echoed the giant. ‘Who tells me, “don’t”?’


All the time the menacing riders continued their approach,
so Luke drew a bead on the largest – and quite obviously most dangerous – of
them. But then he hesitated, because it’s a hell of a thing to kill a fellow
human being without good cause. The man before him had no such scruples. He
abruptly aimed some kind of massive horse-pistol and fired.


The large ball slammed into soft flesh and Luke’s mount
staggered under the blow, emitting a high-pitched scream of agony. Before the
young man could leap clear, it collapsed on its side, pinning both of his legs.
As he in turn fell back into the snow, his finger convulsed on the trigger,
sending a bullet whining off harmlessly into the trees. He cried out in pain
under the crushing weight, but somehow instinctively realized that he still had
to defend himself.


Levering in another cartridge, he raised up over the
quivering body of his horse. Luke’s eyes had filled with tears, which affected
his vision, and it was only with great difficulty that he located a target. The
rifle’s foresight briefly settled on a torso and he squeezed the trigger. As
his shoulder absorbed the recoil, he uttered a great moan and collapsed back to
the ground. The agony from his damaged legs was overwhelming and it was about
all he could do to remain conscious.


Dutch Henry Bruckner dropped down from his horse and
lumbered over to his prone victim. Off to his left a man known as Black Bart
was howling in pain and surprise as blood flowed from a shoulder wound. He and
the other gun thug had been recruited in White Sulphur Springs. Cocking his
Colt Dragoon, the huge man aimed it directly at Luke’s face and was about to
fire when there came that word again.


‘Don’t kill him, Dutch! We need him alive.’


That man snorted derisively, but nevertheless held his fire.
Instead he effortlessly wrenched the Winchester out of Luke’s hands and placed
a huge boot proprietorially on his chest. Only then did he turn to view the
individual who had dared to interrupt a killing.


‘I don’t take to that God damned word, you maggot. My pa
used it every time he beat on me, until he did it once too often.’


Nelson Pruitt pulled the scarf away from his face, before
holding up his hands in a placatory gesture. ‘I didn’t mean nothing by it,
Dutch. Only if he’s from Alder Gulch, he’s either escaped or something grievous
has happened down there. Either way it wouldn’t hurt to parley with him
awhile.’


The big man favoured him with a mirthless smile. ‘Fair
enough. But because you’ve mentioned my name twice, he’s going to have to die
anyway. Whether he goes hard or easy depends on how helpful he is.’ At that, he
turned to see what effect his words had had on the young man.


Luke was in too much pain to fully comprehend his dire
situation, but the sudden sight of Nelson Pruitt looming over him brought a
strangled cry from his lips. ‘You!’


‘That’s right, sonny,’ replied that man. ‘Thought I’d come
back and see how my amigos in Alder Gulch were getting along and it seems to me
you don’t look so good.’


Furious anger flooded through Luke’s veins. It had been bad
enough being occupied by foreign rebels, but Pruitt was a fellow American who
had spent some time in the camp with Labeau before disappearing. ‘You bastard,’
he yelled. ‘Why can’t you just leave us alone?’


Pruitt sniggered. ‘That’s not very friendly. All we wanted
was a short parley and yet you’ve put a bullet in my friend.’ From behind them
and as though to emphasize the injustice of it all, Bart groaned in anguish as
the fourth man examined the wound. ‘Anyhow, what news from the camp?’ continued
the outlaw with a show of fake bonhomie. ‘Have you given Labeau’s men the
slip?’


Luke was too far down the tortuous spiral of pain to play
word games. He just wanted relief from his torment. ‘Alder Gulch is free of
those scum,’ he spat out. ‘Most of them are dead, killed by a US marshal. Name
of Bronson.’


Bruckner and Pruitt exchanged startled glances. ‘And what of
their leader?’ the latter demanded. ‘And all the gold that he seized?’


That was the cruncher and if Luke had had his wits about
him, he could have used his knowledge as a bargaining tool, but the crushing
weight of the dead horse was bearing down terribly on his injured legs.
‘Labeau’s on the river heading for the Bear Paw Mountains . . . on two rafts
with the gold . . . Bronson’s gone after them with the Gatling gun . . . the
girl too.’


The two outlaws drew together as though Luke no longer
existed. ‘What girl?’ queried Dutch Henry.


‘How the hell should I know,’ responded Pruitt petulantly.
‘What’s it matter? It’s the gold that I – we want and at least we know where
it’s going.’


‘How’s that help us?’ the big man retorted. ‘We can’t
overhaul them on horseback.’


‘We don’t need to chase them,’ the other man replied
soothingly. He well knew that it was dangerous to antagonize his brutish
companion. ‘We just need to be around to pick up the pieces, after that bastard
marshal has finished with him. And don’t forget, crates of gold are mighty
heavy. There won’t be any portaging. Labeau will come to a dead stop at Great
Falls, at least until he can muster up some more transport. That’s where we’ll
probably catch him. What happens then depends on how many men he’s got left. We
can either kill him or join him. But, however you judge such things, we’re
likely to come into a nice piece of change!’


As he mulled over the changed situation, Dutch Henry stared
long and hard at the remaining Pruitt brother. The big man did not possess a
keen intelligence, but he was not stupid by any means. He realized that Nelson
had been right not to immediately kill the young hunter, but that that
individual’s usefulness was now played out. With a contented grunt, he slowly
drew his skinning knife from its sheath and bent down over his jaw-droppingly
terrified prisoner.


‘You’ve done told us all we need to know, boy. And since I
don’t feel inclined to waste powder and ball on you, it looks like I’ll just
have to get to whittling.’


Nelson Pruitt regarded Dutch Henry with revulsion and
quickly turned away. Killing in cold blood had never bothered him, but that
huge maniac took a sick pleasure in his work that made Pruitt wish he hadn’t
eaten so many beans the night before. As he made his way over to the other two
men, hideous screams began to reverberate around the hillside.


 


‘Sweet Jesus,’ lamented Jesse Bronson unhappily. ‘No amount
of gold is worth all this.’


Since leaving the landing stage at Alder Gulch, the lawman
had been in a world of hurt. He was out of his element and he knew it, but that
did not improve matters. To his jaundiced mind, the raft seemed to be ungovernable
as it sped along on a strong current. The water eddied and whirled, creating an
ever-present background noise that did nothing to calm his rattled nerves. They
appeared to glide past the riverbanks with the pace of a steam locomotive, but
such rapid progress provided little solace to the unhappy passenger. Bronson
was squatting uncomfortably between the rudimentary shelter and the Gatling
gun. He had his iron hook desperately wedged in a toggle at the rear of the
gun, in an attempt to keep his balance. His trousers’ legs were soaked with
spray and he felt an urge to be sick.


Kirsty, in an attempt to take her mind off her father’s
demise, had effectively assumed the role of captain. She had recruited the
Mountie to assist her on the sweep at the rear of the craft. Requiring, as it
did, close proximity, he had jumped at the chance and was enthusiastically
following her instructions.


‘At this speed we’ll soon catch up with those murdering
varmints,’ she called out stridently.


‘Be careful what you wish for,’ returned Bronson sourly.
‘This ain’t the best place for a fire fight.’


And the marshal had good reason for such a comment, because
conditions on board the raft were not the only things preying on his mind. For
instance, why had Labeau not cut loose the remaining vessels? It was almost as
though the rebel leader was daring the lawmen to follow him. Although he was
unlikely to have prior knowledge of the Missouri River, he was in the lead and
would be quite able to spot a good place for an ambush.


Nodding to himself as though his mind was made up, Bronson
bellowed out to the two figures at the stern. ‘I know you seem to be enjoying
this boat trip, but I think we’re heading into a trap. You say you rode this
river in the summer?’


‘That I did,’ Kirsty briskly responded.


‘Right then. I need to know when we approach a pinch point.
Narrows in the river, with cliffs overlooking it or some such. Do you
understand me, girl?’


The young woman surrendered the steering oar to the Mountie
and edged closer to her inquisitor. The raft lurched as Bairstow adjusted his
grip on the long pole, but she barely seemed to notice.


‘Don’t treat me like some snotty child, Marshal Bronson! I
know exactly what you mean and there just happens to be such a place. You’ll
get fair warning of our approach. Just make sure you don’t fall overboard
before we get there.’ She paused and then just couldn’t resist adding, ‘Mind
you, there’s no need to worry. You’d likely be knocked senseless on a rock
before you had chance to drown painfully.’


Samuel Bairstow laughed out loud at the horrified expression
on his companion’s grizzled features. ‘That young woman sure has spunk,’ he
decided before following up with a comment of his own. ‘Well they do say that
there is always worse trouble at sea.’


 


It was only due to the fact that Jacques Labeau was finally
getting used to the motion of the raft that he was able to concentrate on his
dark and devious schemes. His forebears might have been voyageurs, but he felt
far happier on a horse. Events had taken a dreadful turn in Alder Gulch for
sure, but that didn’t mean the game was up. He still possessed enough gold to
equip an army. If he could turn it into cash money and spend it in the right
places before getting killed or seized by that God damned Mountie. It was for
that reason that he had taken the apparently strange decision to leave the
remaining rafts tied up at the landing stage. It was better to know exactly
where his enemies were than to have them roaming around like loose cannons.


It was as the light began to drain out of the sky that he
saw exactly what he wanted. A cliff of granite projected out into the Missouri,
narrowing it considerably and obscuring the stretch of river beyond. The water
was already flowing faster, leaving him little time to react. Bellowing over to
the leading raft, he instructed, ‘Marcel, pull into the bank once we’ve rounded
the headland.’


That individual offered a brief wave of acknowledgement and
began to heave on the sweep. He had three men on his raft, whilst Labeau only
had two. Seven men in total: all that remained from the large band that the
rebel leader had led south of the border earlier in the year. Labeau knew that
the massive reverse at the Montana mining camp had badly affected his
credibility as a leader. It would not be easy getting Marcel to agree to his
next plan.


The two heavily-laden rafts passed dangerously close to the
cliff and then swung sharply as they headed towards the riverbank. On each
craft a man crouched ready with a rope, watching for a tree or heavy rock to
use as a land anchor. As the lead vessel came close, the oarsman heaved on the
sweep causing the stern to swing over. The crates of gold creaked alarmingly as
they strained against the thick rope that secured them to the timber. A nimble
Metis leaped across the narrowing gap and swiftly ran a line around the nearest
tree. As he took the strain, the rope went taut. They had made it.


The second raft drifted in and the procedure was repeated so
that within minutes both vessels were securely tied up. Labeau ordered that
additional lines be used. He wasn’t taking any chances with such a cargo.
Knowing that any pursuers were unlikely to arrive before morning, he then
allowed a small cooking fire to be lit. He needed his men to be well fed and
compliant, particularly those who were to bear the brunt of his scheme. Most
especially it was Marcel who needed to be convinced, because he was to spring
the trap!


‘I have a small task for you, mon chéri,’ Labeau announced
in a soft and soothing voice. He sounded as though he had just given his
companion a present, but then came the sting in the tail. ‘You may not welcome
it, but it is necessary.’


The other man regarded his leader suspiciously. They had
eaten well on meat and beans taken from the camp and were now sat out of
earshot of the others. It was rare indeed for Jacques Labeau to display any
great warmth to his subordinates. He preferred to rule by a combination of fear
and success, but the latter had been in short supply of late.


‘That red-coated policeman and his Yankee marshal are
following us. I can smell them. Come the new day, I want you and the crew of
your raft to remain here and kill them. Under your guns, exposed on those
narrows, they will stand no chance.’


Marcel’s eyes registered a mixture of surprise and
discomfort. ‘But why, Jacques? What is there to gain by splitting your force
when we are now so very few?’


Labeau regarded him closely. Had that last question also
contained a criticism? He could feel himself tensing as he always did before the
onset of violence, but he knew that he had to control his vicious temper. He
needed the assistance of this underling. Patiently, he explained his reasoning.


‘We no longer have the American, Nelson Pruitt, to broker
the sale of the gold. I need to find people to either buy it or exchange it for
weapons. When we reach Great Falls, we’ll need a steamer to take us on to the
Bear Paw Mountains and we might have to wait awhile. Even then we will still
have many miles to travel overland before reaching the Canadian border. We will
need to buy or steal wagons to move the crates. We can’t do all that with those
law dogs on our backs. Once you have killed them, you can follow on and re-join
us.’


Marcel’s indecision was pitiful to see and Labeau had to
curb his impatience.


‘But Jacques, if we return to Saskatchewan we’ll be hunted
down by those cursed redcoats.’


‘It’s winter,’ the Metis leader responded. ‘If this Bairstow
and his marshal friend are dead, then no one in Ottawa will even know that we
have returned. We can head west and plan another uprising. So enough of this.
Just do as I ask and all will be well.’


Labeau didn’t think to mention what he had already
considered. That if by some miracle one of the lawmen survived and took
possession of the gold on the raft, then that man would have no choice other
than to carry on downstream with the current, straight into the arms of the
remaining Metis. Either way the few survivors would be able to return home
undetected and as considerably richer men, because in truth the rebel leader
had tired of following a lost cause. With their chief, Louis Riel, either
hanged or in prison, the rebellion was over for good, so there was no harm in
his followers looking after themselves.










Chapter
Ten


 


‘That place you wanted to know about, with narrows and a
cliff overlooking the river,’ Kirsty called from the bow. ‘We’ll be there
soon.’


Bronson scrambled unsteadily to his feet, He had been
languishing miserably in the shelter, leaving the two younger people to man the
raft. It had taken all his will power just to get back on it after spending the
hours of darkness on solid ground. His stomach felt queasy and he loathed the
motion of the ungainly craft, but all that was suddenly forgotten.


‘How far?’ he barked out.


The young woman looked mildly apologetic. ‘It’s hard to
tell. Maybe a mile or so. I’ve only been here the once.’


‘Pull into the bank,’ commanded the suddenly rejuvenated
marshal.


The Mountie looked startled. ‘Just what are you about?’


‘Just pull in, God damn it all to hell!’


With Kirsty assisting on the sweep, the raft headed in
towards the tree-lined riverbank. As the gap narrowed, Bronson jumped eagerly
ashore and even with only one hand soon made fast to the nearest tree. The plan
that had been simmering in his mind could now come to the boil.


‘If my hunch is correct, those poxy sons of bitches are
aiming to parole us all to Jesus by way of an ambuscade. But, we’re going to
get the drop on them instead. You’re going to wait here, while I make my way
down the bank.’


‘Wouldn’t you rather stay on the raft, Deputy?’ Bairstow
interrupted. ‘And maybe let me do the walking.’


‘Go to hell in a handcart,’ Bronson responded, with the
first sign of a smile for over twenty-four hours. ‘You give me some time to get
situated and then cast off. They’re going to be expecting at least two men, so
we’re going to need to bulk you up a bit, little lady.’ So saying, he removed
his heavy coat and handed it over. ‘You’re going to have to handle the Gatling,
while she steers, Samuel.’


The Mountie blinked in surprise. ‘That’s the first time
you’ve called me by my given name. I didn’t even think you’d remembered it.’


The marshal guffawed. ‘I must be getting used to having you
around. Now listen. When you get within range, empty a magazine at where you
think they’ll likely be hiding. I’ll wait on their reaction and then take them
from behind. This scattergun should get their measure.’


Bairstow viewed him with genuine admiration. ‘You’ve really
thought this through, haven’t you?’


‘It took my mind off the gut ache. Anyhow, good luck to you
both. And remember, if it all turns out to be a waste of time, then time’s all
we’ve lost. We’ll still be alive!’ With that, he checked both cartridges in his
shotgun and then moved off through the trees.


 


Marcel viewed the raft’s departure with mixed feelings.
Although he both feared and disliked Jacques Labeau, there was no denying that
the rebel leader was a tenacious fighter. Yet an independent command was now
his, so he had better make the best of it, for all their sakes.


The four men were standing on the rear slope of the granite
cliff. Although steep, it was easily accessible from the riverbank. With armed
and capable men on top of it, even facing the Missouri River’s fast flowing
current, it would be an easy task to pick off the occupants of any approaching
craft – sufficiently easy to spare one of the men for other duties. Marcel had
no doubt that the pursuing lawmen were tough, experienced men. They had to have
been to retake the camp so easily, so it made good sense to guard the back
door. Accordingly, he detailed one of the Metis to move off into the trees near
the base of the slope. That man settled down on his haunches, rifle at the
ready and alert to any movement.


The other three clambered on up to the top, carefully
avoiding the slippery remnants of the snow. Lowering himself carefully on to
the smooth, hard surface, Marcel peered over the edge. There was a sheer drop
down to where the deep, icy torrent slammed into the rock, which meant that
they were unassailable from the front. A surge of enthusiasm suddenly swept
through him. If they kept out of sight, surprise would be total and the lawmen
really wouldn’t stand a chance.


 


‘How long should we give him?’ queried Kirsty, with every
show of genuine anxiety.


Samuel Bairstow had no easy answer to that. ‘That kind of
depends on just how far away we actually are, and how long it takes that old
man to get there. Not to mention what he intends doing once he is.’ He gazed on
her careworn, but still very attractive features. ‘You’re worried about him,
aren’t you?’


She twitched with surprise. ‘Yes, yes I suppose I am. He
sort of grows on you after a while, doesn’t he?’


‘Yeah, like a case of the clap,’ replied the Mountie with
mock severity. Then in a more considered response, ‘Yes, I suppose he does, and
yet only a few days ago we were trying to kill each other. How stupid does that
seem now?’ He shook his head, as though trying to make sense of it all. ‘Oh
hell, we’ve been here long enough. Let’s get on down that river.’ So saying, he
carefully loosened the tarpaulin from around the Gatling and reached for one of
the long black magazines. ‘Can you manage the sweep by yourself?’


‘It’s no different to riding a horse,’ Kirsty replied very
implausibly as she jumped lithely ashore to untie the rope. ‘So don’t you worry
about me, Mr Policeman. They breed women tough down here in Montana.’


He didn’t doubt it for one minute and that fact somehow only
reinforced his desire to see an awful lot more of Kirsty Landers.


 


Bronson moved carefully through the trees, his shotgun held
at the ready but not cocked. If he were to trip over a root and ‘pop a cap’,
the outcome could be grave in all senses of the word. The fast flowing river
was some fifty yards off to his right and it wasn’t long before he was silently
cursing the Metis, Bairstow and Kirsty Landers. His surge of relief at getting
clear of that damned raft was now dampened by the hard going on land. Every
footfall had to be scrutinized, even as he searched for signs of life to his
front. Then, at last, he saw it.


Suddenly lit by a burst of winter sunlight, the gleaming
cliff was just visible through the dense trees. The lawman’s dark thoughts
dissipated, as he realized that the young lady had actually got it right on the
nose. Now all he needed was for the precipice to be occupied. Tucking the
sawn-off under his left arm, he drew out the indispensable field glasses and
cautiously closed the gap.


It was as he moved nearer that he saw the carelessly handled
rifle barrel jut out over the side of the crest. Oh, there was someone up there
all right. The question was, had they had the sense to guard their rear?
Rapidly squatting down in a mixture of leaves and slush, he used his glasses to
minutely examine the ground around the reverse of the cliff. The sludge had
various boot prints in it, but that was only to be expected. What he was really
searching for were prints moving away from that position. It took him only a
moment to spot them.


 


‘Stop moving about,’ Marcel hissed angrily. ‘If you give us
away, I’ll shoot you myself!’


The target of his rebuke cursed quietly, but stopped
wriggling. The melting snow had soaked into their clothes as they lay on the
rock and they were all freezing, but there was nothing to be done. They had to
wait on the arrival of their pursuers for as long as it took.


Marcel ceased glowering at his subordinate and raised his
head for a quick glance at the long stretch of river. What he saw brought a
surge of excitement through his body and a slight tightness to his chest. Moving
towards their position at speed was a raft with two people on board. One manned
the sweep, whilst the other knelt in front of the shelter, near some kind of
covering. The cursed Yankees had arrived, just as Labeau had surmised!


 


‘You see anything, Bairstow?’


‘Yeah, a big lump of rock,’ responded that man, all the time
wishing that she would address him by his first name. ‘But then that’s what
we’re expected to see, so here goes!’


Swiftly removing the tarpaulin, the lawman fixed a magazine
into place. With forty rounds ready to descend into the hopper, he seized hold
of the crank and elevated the six-barrelled monster as best he could. One man
alone couldn’t hope to maintain a steady fire for long with such a weapon,
especially as its firing base was never still. All he could hope to do was
scare the bejesus out of whoever was up there.


With the cliff looming towards them at a frightening pace,
the Mountie drew in a deep breath and pushed forward on the crank. The central
shaft around which the barrels were grouped began to rotate and immediately
stone chips flew off near the summit. The raft’s exhilarating speed prevented
him from being shrouded by the usual fog of war. All sense of danger was
forgotten as he revelled in the sheer power of the amazing weapon.


 


Marcel and his three companions were just about to rise up
and fire on the Americans, when the first bullet struck their outcrop. After
that, a seemingly unending stream of lead peppered the cliff face. ‘It’s that
cursed Gatling again,’ he cried out in impotent rage. Having been so brutally
used in Alder Gulch, the Metis knew that they could do nothing until the
magazine was expended. ‘As soon as he stops firing, gun them down like the dogs
that they are!’


 


Even though he had expected it, the rapid gunfire made
Bronson’s heart leap. It took a conscious effort to remain silently in place.
The hidden gunman that he sought reacted less well. About ten yards away,
foliage shifted as that individual desperately attempted to discover what was
happening. The seasoned lawman knew what needed to be done. There was simply no
time to pussyfoot about. Cocking both hammers of the sawn-off, he took rapid
aim and discharged both barrels at the hidden gun thug. The recoil was
punishing, but the big gun did its job. At such range the spread of shot was
lethal. With his gamble rewarded by agonized screaming, Bronson swiftly shifted
position and reloaded the twelve gauge. He had a feeling that the bloodletting
had only just begun.


 


Muffled up in Bronson’s huge coat, Kirsty desperately
struggled to keep the craft steady, but it was a hopeless task. The narrows
were almost upon them and she just didn’t have the strength to steer the raft
away from the rocky outcrop.


‘Samuel,’ she yelled. ‘Leave that God damn gun and get back
here!’


He was on the point of changing the magazine, but her
unexpected use of his given name grabbed his full attention. Without even
realizing the mortal danger ahead, he scrambled back to her and seized hold of
the heavy pole. Together they heaved against it with all their strength,
straining against the powerful current. As the ungainly craft finally began to
respond, Bairstow glanced down at her and winked. She responded with a brief,
but heart-warming smile. By now both of them were drenched with spray from the
churning river and it was still touch and go. Then, with barely inches to
spare, they swept past the cliff and Kirsty was suddenly screaming at him to
swing the rudder in the opposite direction.


‘Make up your mind, girl,’ he bellowed out, but even as the
words left his mouth, he knew that she had the right of it. They needed to pull
into the bank or be swept off downriver, leaving Bronson all alone to handle
the rebels.


 


Marcel heard the shotgun blast down in the trees, but chose
to ignore it. Whatever that was about, they still had to stop the raft and the
Gatling had ceased firing. Leaping to his feet, he shouted at his two
accomplices, ‘The bastard’s empty. Gun them down before he reloads!’


Together they peered over the cliff, rifles ready, but all
they saw was the empty Missouri River. ‘Mon dieu, they are past us,’ shouted
the Metis leader in horrified frustration, but then he turned and observed the
raft gliding into the riverbank on calmer waters. Relief flooded over him. Now
they had them!


 


As the timber craft carrying the two young people none too
gently struck the earthen bank, the US marshal stepped out on to open ground
and stared up at the remaining gunmen. Immediately recognizing the threat to
his otherwise occupied companions, he raised the scattergun and fired once. The
deadly load struck flesh and bone and also served to distract attention from
the temporarily defenceless raft. The stricken rebel tumbled down the steep
rocky slope and slammed into hard earth a few yards away. His bloodied body
twitched and jerked uncontrollably in its death throes. The man hadn’t even
cried out. As two rifles opened up on him from above, Bronson hollered over to
the Mountie. ‘Stop messing about with boats and get that Gatling working!’


Marcel and his one remaining crony hunkered down as they
returned the lawman’s unexpected fire. In the grip of desperation fuelled by
fear, they feverishly worked the actions of their rifles. The hastily aimed
shots went wild, but nevertheless forced the lawman to seek cover. He cursed
fluently as splinters and bits of bark flew at him.


Over on the raft, Bairstow was desperately attempting to
elevate the heavy gun sufficiently to pepper the cliff top. The multiple
barrels were contained within a swivel, set atop the tripod that had been
secured to the timber back in Alder Gulch. It required all of his considerable
weight at the rear of it, to finally get them to bear on the two gunmen. He
grabbed hold of the crank handle at about the same moment that Marcel
remembered the deadly threat on his flank. Even as he screamed out a warning,
the stream of lead caught the two of them and literally tore them apart.


Struck repeatedly by the heavy bullets, Labeau’s deputy lost
his footing and pitched backwards over the cliff edge. He was dead before he
hit the water, but the unrelenting current swept him off in the direction taken
by his leader the previous day. The other Metis merely collapsed in a
blood-soaked heap on the rock and lay still.


With a great sigh of relief, the Mountie slowly allowed the
heavy barrels to drop down to a horizontal position. His vision was now
obscured by a huge cloud of sulphurous smoke, but ever the professional he
immediately replaced the magazine with a full one.


‘We’ve done it,’ yelled Kirsty jubilantly. ‘We’ve really
done it.’


Marshal Bronson strode cautiously out from the cover of the
trees. ‘Maybe so,’ he allowed with a wide smile. ‘But it would still behove us
to check all the cadavers.’


‘Behoves is it?’ laughed the Mountie elatedly. ‘Have you
joined the cavalry now?’


At that very moment of triumph, a single gunshot rang out.
The federal officer staggered under a great blow and then collapsed heavily to
the ground. Only a few yards away, a swaying blood-spattered individual stood
with a smoking gun. He had only just survived the earlier shotgun blast and
appeared to be too far-gone to realize the mortal danger that he was now in.


With a howl of pure rage, Samuel Bairstow swivelled the
Gatling around and cranked the handle with demonic speed. Under such savage
treatment the weapon soon seized up, but not before Bronson’s first victim had
been viciously cut down for good. With a heartfelt cry of anguish, Kirsty
dashed over towards the fallen marshal.


‘Please God, don’t let him be dead,’ she begged breathlessly.










Chapter
Eleven


 


‘Get that God damned blade away from me!’ His voice was
shaky, but there was no doubting the fire and determination in his words. Jesse
Bronson, naked from the waist up, was lying face down on his well-worn coat
next to a roaring blaze. The bullet that had laid him low was lodged in his
left shoulder and required extracting.


Bairstow had heated his knife blade in the hot embers,
before cooling it down again in the river. He had reluctantly agreed with
himself that the unpleasant task should be his, but now he was nervous and
sweating heavily. The flesh around the wound was angry and inflamed. Pretty
much like the marshal himself.


‘Look at you,’ that man barked. ‘Your hand’s shaking like a
greenhorn’s. Like as not you’ll butcher me like a steer and still miss the poxy
bullet.’


Kirsty had heard enough. ‘Now you just hush, marshal. Any
fool can see that that lead needs to come out.’ Her eyes were suddenly flooded
with tears. ‘We waited too long with my pa. The same is not going to happen to
you. Do you hear me?’


She suddenly realized that she was shouting and that both
lawmen were gazing at her in wide-eyed surprise. ‘Well it’s not,’ she affirmed.
‘Now let’s get this done.’ So saying, she dropped down in front of Bronson and
tightly clasped his single hand.


‘Put this between his teeth,’ instructed Bairstow as he
handed her the leather sheath from his knife. ‘It’ll stop him biting his God
damn tongue off, although some might say that would be a good thing.’


Kneeling down next to them with the blade poised, the
Mountie hesitated. ‘This is going to hurt some,’ he mumbled apologetically.


‘Just do it!’ hissed Kirsty impatiently and so he did. As
the sharp point suddenly probed his tender flesh, Bronson groaned in renewed
agony. Beads of sweat sprang from his forehead and his dark eyes locked
feverishly on to Kirsty’s. The marshal’s grip on her hands was like a vice and
she had to stop herself from crying out. Desperately conscious of the distress
that he was causing, Bairstow eased the blade deeper until abruptly it came up
against a solid object.


‘I’ve found it,’ he announced in a hushed whisper.


By now the whole of Bronson’s torso was damp with sweat. The
veins bulged in his neck, but somehow he managed to remain still long enough to
allow the Canadian to do his job. With a triumphant cry, he held up his
bloodied fingers to display a misshapen piece of lead. Dropping the knife, he
commanded, ‘Keep hold of him a moment longer.’


Producing a small flask from his pocket, the Mountie
unscrewed the top. After taking a generous swig, he then carefully poured the
contents over the livid wound. ‘I was saving that for a cold night,’ he
remarked regretfully as Bronson squirmed under the cleansing effects of the
strong alcohol. ‘It was real sipping liquor.’


With his immediate torment mercifully over, the marshal felt
himself drifting into blissful unconsciousness. A dreamy look came into his
eyes as he continued to stare at the young lady before him. ‘Real fine country
out here,’ he softly remarked. ‘Be a shame if it filled up with . . .’ And then
he was gone.


‘So what do you think?’ enquired Bairstow jubilantly.


Kirsty had been waiting curiously on the rest of her
patient’s unexpectedly sentimental comment and so glanced up at him testily.
‘About what?’


‘That bit of doctoring, of course,’ responded the touchingly
hopeful Mountie. ‘I did good, didn’t I?’


She looked at his bluff, cheerful face and her manner
immediately softened. ‘Yeah, Samuel, you did good. But if he’s going to
recover, he needs to be kept warm. It’s going to be bitterly cold tonight.
Let’s bandage that shoulder and get him dressed.’


Together the two of them eased the oblivious lawman back
into his well-worn duds. Struggling to get a sleeve over the vicious iron hook,
Kirsty pondered, ‘I wonder how he lost that hand?’


‘Probably at cards, knowing him,’ Bairstow responded with an
uncharacteristically rapid wit.


The woman shook her head with mock despair. ‘I can see I’m
going to have to watch you,’ she retorted swiftly. ‘Are all you mounted policemen
like this?’


‘Only the good-looking ones,’ he answered with a broad
smile.


She stared fixedly at him for a moment, before suddenly
favouring him with a dazzling grin that to his eyes seemed to light up the
entire campsite. It abruptly occurred to him that however bitterly cold and
unpleasant it got that night, there was nowhere else in the world that he’d
rather be.


 


Jacques Labeau would not have admitted it to anybody, but he
was seriously on edge. His body felt as though all the nerve ends were on fire.
The reason was quite simple. He didn’t like towns. Not even frontier towns and
especially not those filled with Yankees. He was used to the sparsely populated
northern plains, where you could ride all day without seeing another soul.
Alder Gulch had been full of people of course, but that was different. He had
been in total control then, at least until that damned marshal had shown up.


It was the day following his abandonment of Marcel and the
second raft. His own vessel was tied up to a crude wharf on the south side of
the first waterfall. He had left his two remaining men standing guard over the
crates of gold and had walked in to the town of Great Falls in the Territory of
Montana. The settlement had only been established two years earlier and it showed.
Although it had most of the buildings required for modern living: lumber yard,
bank, flower mill, schoolhouse and general store etc., the structures were all
of a fairly rudimentary design and were evidently brand new. However, the
community was quite obviously large enough to support many hundreds of
settlers, which meant that he would have to tread carefully.


Many of the citizens glanced curiously at him as he trudged
along the muddy thoroughfare. It was unusual for strangers to be on foot. The
only way to achieve that was to travel on the river and very few arrived by
raft in winter. Studiously ignoring the gawkers, Labeau kept moving until he
located what he was looking for.


The livery was the largest building in town. Its owner, one
Taylor Racine, regarded the half-breed with a complete lack of enthusiasm and a
sizeable amount of suspicion. He took in the jet-black hair, the high
cheekbones and more particularly the well-worn repeating rifle and decided that
he didn’t like the newcomer. He didn’t like him one little bit.


‘What can you do for me, stranger?’ Racine pointedly
enquired with an unusual twist to the normal greeting. He was a large, well-fed
individual who made a point of always wearing a revolver. That was uncommon,
because Great Falls was a peaceful town and the once fearsome Blackfeet Indians
were no longer any threat. But horse stealing was not completely unknown in the
territory and nobody thieved from Taylor Racine without risking a bloody death.


The Metis fought down his immediate anger at the man’s
hostility. He didn’t possess enough force to take what he wanted, so he would
just have to negotiate. ‘I need the use of two strong wagons and two teams to
pull them. There’s no risk for you, because they won’t even be leaving town by
much.’


‘I’ll be the judge of the risk,’ responded Racine acidly.
‘What are you shifting and how long do you want them for?’


Labeau was ready for that. ‘Crates of high grade ore
samples. They’re up river on a raft. How long depends on when the next
steamboat arrives.’


Racine just could not resist a sneering response. ‘Ore
samples! What does a breed know about grading rocks?’


The rebel leader could feel his pulse racing, as an all too
familiar rage began to build within him. People had died for far less. His left
eye twitched slightly as his manic gaze settled on the livery owner. ‘You would
be wise not to press me, Yankee, or I’ll forget that we have business to
discuss.’


The American’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully, as he absorbed
the uncompromising response. To him, the stranger had the look of dangerous
border trash and there was no telling just how many more of them might be in
the area. He suddenly decided that it might, after all, be best to humour him
for a while. ‘You could well be in luck,’ he remarked in a more agreeable tone.
‘The next steamer’s due tomorrow, unless the boiler explodes or the fool
captain grounds her in the shallows. That should give you time to portage these
rocks of yours. Once I’ve seen the colour of your money, of course.’


Racine’s hinting at the possible presence of gold did not go
unnoticed, but Labeau chose to ignore it and instead produced an enticing
selection of Yankee dollars and greenbacks from his pockets. The livery owner’s
transformation of mood was apparently complete. It was time for some civilized
negotiation and then the breed could have his wagons. Or at least he would
until the businessman had the chance to round up some armed men from the
community!


 


‘Well, well, just what have we got here?’ Nelson Pruitt
gazed with rapt attention through his battered drawtube spyglass. It had been
the only thing of value that he had inherited from his father, a fast-talking
riverboat gambler shot dead for cheating at cards. The scratched lenses enabled
him to view the swarthy figure of Jacques Labeau, as that man rode towards the
river on his newly acquired wagon. Shifting the glass over to his left, Pruitt
swiftly spotted the heavily laden raft and its two guards. Raising his voice,
he stated, ‘Looks like we’ve got a pay day coming.’


Dutch Henry Bruckner was by his side in an instant. ‘Say
what?’ he demanded belligerently. In fairness to the huge man, such a condition
was his natural state, but now it was heightened because of the extreme tension
that had developed within the small group. The shoulder wound sustained by the
colourfully named Black Bart had become infected during their gruelling journey
from Alder Gulch. All that bitter morning, he had been feverishly wailing and
mumbling, to the point where Dutch Henry desperately wanted to put a ball in
his skull. He had been forcefully dissuaded by the fourth member of the gang, a
certain Jackson Pyke. That man had graphically threatened to exchange shots if
anyone attempted to dispatch his long-term trail buddy. The four men were now
ensconced in the trees on a hillside overlooking Great Falls.


Handing the spyglass over, Pruitt remarked, ‘I’d bet my back
teeth that those crates are packed with ill-gotten gold.’


Dutch Henry stared fixedly at the raft for a few moments.
‘So let’s get down there and take it off them. Three poxy half-breeds aren’t
going to stop me and I’ve got a powerful need to kill something.’ He glanced
pointedly back at their two companions before turning his attention to Nelson
Pruitt. That man selected his words carefully. Contradicting the huge outlaw
could have fatal consequences, but he had some good reasons for doing so.


‘Labeau will be waiting for a steamboat to arrive. Why not
let him do all the hard work before we move in. And,’ he continued
conspiratorially, ‘The young man that you butchered, said that there were two
rafts loaded with gold. It would make sense to see if that turns up before
showing our hand.’ He nodded encouragingly as he waited for Dutch Henry’s
response. When it came, it turned out to be surprisingly painful.


The big man regarded him sullenly for some time, before
finally coming to a decision. Suddenly reaching out a huge paw, he brought it
down with stunning force on Pruitt’s back. ‘You know, you’re not as stupid as
you look. Yeah, all right. We’ll wait on events, but if he doesn’t stop that
God damn wailing, I’m going to get to whittling again!’


 


It was early that same afternoon when Jesse Bronson finally
opened his eyes. He groaned at the strong light shafting in from the low winter
sun and hastily closed them. Lying under his thick coat, he could feel the heat
from a roaring fire nearby and had not the slightest inclination to move. It
was the tempting aroma of food that eventually convinced him to try again. He
cautiously allowed his eyelids to form slits and took a look around. What he
saw brought a chuckle to his lips. The Mountie had lifted the Gatling gun off
its tripod and was attempting to clear the blockage.


‘Ha,’ the wounded man rasped. ‘First time you’ve used that
big beast and you managed to break it!’


‘Whilst saving your life,’ Bairstow quickly countered. ‘And
it’s not broken. There’s a spent cartridge wedged in here, is all. I’ll soon
have it out.’


‘Well you had better be quick,’ Bronson retorted. ‘Because
we’re burning daylight.’


Kirsty’s trim form suddenly appeared at the marshal’s side.
There was a glow to her features that hadn’t existed the day before and she
winked at the Mountie, before turning her full attention to the wounded
officer. Favouring him with a sharp glance, she shook her head. ‘You’re not
going anywhere, Marshal Bronson. You’ve got vittles to eat and you need lots of
rest. That wound doesn’t look like it wants to infect, but I’ve got to keep it
clean and change the bandage.’


If she had thought that her argument would intimidate Jesse
Bronson, then she was sadly mistaken. ‘Anything you need to do to me, you can
do on that damned raft,’ he asserted forcefully. ‘If that bull turd, Labeau,
has reached Great Falls, then he’ll be looking out for a paddle steamer. Once he
and the gold are on one, we’ve lost him for good. And that redcoat and I have
come too far to see that happen. So I’m going to eat the food that you’ve
kindly prepared, but then you’re going to help me get my possibles together and
we’re back on the river. Bairstow, am I going to have any trouble with you? You
know that I’m right!’


The Mountie had stopped tinkering with the gun and was
regarding him thoughtfully. Then, glancing apologetically at the young woman,
he answered, ‘Yeah. I hate to say it, but he’s right, Kirsty. Only thing is,
what do we do with this load of gold? We can’t abandon it for any passing
scavengers.’


‘We take it with us and leave our raft here. Anybody who
finds that is welcome to it,’ came Bronson’s heartfelt response.


Bairstow was appalled. ‘But if Labeau gets the better of us,
then we have given him the gold back.’


‘So you’d better get that gun working again then, hadn’t
you. No one said that this was going to be easy. It strikes me that you must
have led a sheltered life up there in Canada.’


By way of response to the marshal’s sarcastic comment, the
Mountie triumphantly prized a bent cartridge case out of the Gatling’s
mechanism and tossed it into the fire close to Bronson’s prone figure. ‘If that
was a live round, you’d be leaping about a bit, wouldn’t you old man.’ With
that, he heaved the heavy weapon into his arms and carried it over to the
captured raft.


Kirsty at least had the good grace to admit defeat. ‘I
reckon Great Falls just doesn’t know what’s going to hit it, come tomorrow.’


She couldn’t possibly have known just how prescient that
comment was!










Chapter
Twelve


 


Captain Jacob Stuckey, master and pilot of the riverboat
Ethan Allen, peered curiously down from his perch in the pilothouse at the two
approaching wagons. His men were busy tying off the paddle steamer to the pile
driven posts on the riverbank. He and his one hundred and ninety feet long
vessel had just completed the protracted and arduous trip from Bismarck, Dakota
Territory, on a section of what was the longest and most dangerous river in the
USA. All he wanted was to sleep the clock round, but there was something about
the potential customers that troubled him. They were quite obviously
half-breeds and armed to the teeth. And looking at the wagon springs, the cargo
had to be unusually heavy. Stuckey knew trouble when he saw it and they were
just that.


‘Mr Martin,’ he bellowed out to his second officer. ‘Those
men don’t set foot on this boat until I get down there!’


 


‘It’s time!’ Nelson Pruitt had watched the paddle steamer,
with its two towering smokestacks, nestle up to the riverbank. Jacques Labeau’s
heavily laden wagons were rolling smartly towards it. ‘Oh, it’s time all
right’.


Dutch Henry and Jackson Pyke were mounted with guns ready,
impatient to kill someone, anyone. All the men had passed a desperately
uncomfortable night on the hillside, eschewing even a small telltale fire and
sustained mainly by the thought of so much gold. They knew that with only three
of the Canadians remaining, negotiations were no longer necessary. There might
even be a bonus, if the scalp of the rebel leader were to carry a bounty.


The ill-fated Black Bart was too far-gone to take part in
anything. With a mortified shoulder, he was wrapped in a saddle-blanket,
burning up with fever. His would be a protracted, but inevitable death. The
fact that Pyke had faithfully promised to return may have provided a little
comfort, but would not in any way change the outcome.


‘One last look around,’ insisted Pruitt as he mounted up. It
was then that everything started to go wrong. As his glass swept away from the
landing and off towards the first of the waterfalls to the west of the town, he
chanced upon a group of armed men emerging from the livery. ‘Looks like someone
else has their eye on the prize,’ he remarked with sudden agitation. And it
only got worse. Where the abandoned raft had languished, there were suddenly
two, only this second one had a load of crates and a Gatling gun on it. More
gold, yes, but it was accompanied by two very unwelcome lawmen.


‘Sweet Jesus! Bronson’s down there,’ he howled. ‘That man
just won’t die.’


 


‘This doesn’t sit well with me, Taylor,’ muttered one of the
men doubtfully. ‘I ain’t no gun hand and those fellers haven’t done anything to
us.’


Taylor Racine rounded on him in disgust. ‘You see those
wagons?’ he demanded, pointing vaguely in the direction of the river. ‘They’re
my wagons and my horses and I know exactly what’s going down here. Those sons
of bitches are going to roll straight on to the steamer and sashay on down the
Missouri. That’ll be the last I see of any of it and all I’ll have to balance
my ledgers is a stinking raft, fit only for kindling. You think I’m going to
stand for that? Well do you?’


The spokesman paled under the big man’s anger and glanced around
at his fellows for support. There were seven of them including Racine and all
of them in some way were beholden to the livery owner for a living, either as
employees or those who depended upon the availability of his wagons. They all,
rather self-consciously, had revolvers strapped to their waists and three of
them carried Winchesters. None of them, including their leader, could be
classed as gunfighters, but living out west they all knew how to shoot.


One of the townsfolk, a burly freighter called Wilson, spoke
for the majority. ‘I’m in no itching hurry to get into a gunfight, but hell,
Tyler, there’s only three undersized breeds out there. Seems to me if we put on
a good show they’ll just melt away, back where they came from and we’ll get to
share in whatever’s in those crates. There won’t even be any killing.’


The others nodded their support and so it was that the
unofficial posse left the livery and headed purposefully towards Captain
Stuckey’s sternwheeler.


 


With great relief, Jesse Bronson clambered off the raft and
began to get his bearings. His shoulder ached abominably and his left arm was
temporarily useless. Samuel Bairstow had stripped the Metis dead of their
leather belts and had fashioned a very serviceable sling for him. Remarkably,
Kirsty seemed to have developed a form of motherly affection for him, because
she was forever fiddling with his coat or gently touching his arm.


‘Hell’s teeth, girl, unhand me! This isn’t the first time
I’ve been shot, you know. How do you think I lost my hand? It wasn’t eaten by a
grizzly.’ But as he barked out the words, he favoured her with a smile, because
in truth it had been a long time since anyone had fussed over him and he was
growing to like it.


Bairstow checked the loads in the sawn-off and then handed
it over to the marshal. ‘How do you read it, Deputy?’


That man gazed up at the surrounding hills for a moment,
before suddenly fixing his steely eyes on the young woman. ‘I suppose there’s
no point in telling you to stay here, is there?’


‘Damn right, there isn’t,’ she declared. ‘You won’t be using
your Winchester for a while, so I reckon I’ll just lay claim to it.’


‘That’s what I figured,’ responded Bronson with a hint of
pride. ‘And, since there are three horsemen heading full chisel off that
hillside, I say we leave this God damn raft, the gold and the big gun and head
into town, pronto!’


His two companions twisted around to follow his gaze. ‘Just
who could they be?’ pondered the Mountie.


The marshal was fumbling in his pockets, searching vainly
for his field glasses. It pained him to think that they might have ended up in
the river. ‘Couldn’t make them out, but when did strangers ever bring anything
but trouble?’


 


Labeau, his eyes fixed on the captain coming down from the
pilothouse to meet him, still somehow sensed the group of men moving up behind
him. He briefly hoped that it would be Marcel and the crew of the second raft,
but was destined to be disappointed. As his glance took in the assorted
townsfolk, the Canadian nodded to himself with grim acceptance. Without a word,
he dropped down from the wagon’s bench seat and turned to meet the threat. He
recognized Racine in the lead, with the various rabble following on behind and
instinctively knew what to do. The time for talking with the big windbag was
now past. ‘Stay with the wagons,’ he instructed his men.


The Metis leader slowly placed his hand on his revolver and
moved directly towards the seven men. As the gap closed to mere feet, Taylor
Racine displayed momentary indecision and came to a halt. ‘Now see here,
mister,’ he began. ‘We don’t want any trouble, but you ain’t. . . .’


Without breaking stride, Labeau drew, cocked and fired his
revolver directly into Racine’s face. That man’s head snapped back under the
shocking impact and, almost in slow motion, his body crumpled to the ground,
blood gushing from his wrecked features.


Abruptly leaderless, the rest of the group froze in the face
of such brutal violence. That response wasn’t nearly enough for Labeau, who
wanted rid of them entirely. Veering off to his left, he arrived on their flank
and opened fire at point blank range. The reluctant Tyler took a bullet in the
neck and fell to his knees, gagging on his own blood. As sulphurous smoke began
to obscure the nightmarish scene, another man was struck in the upper arm and
yet another in the chest. Seemingly incapable of responding to the deadly
enfilade fire, the makeshift posse simply fell to pieces. Those that could
hightailed it for the livery, leaving the wounded to their own devices. Not so
much as a single shot had been discharged by Racine’s party.


So secure was he in his effortless victory that the single
gunman stood his ground and casually replaced the empty cartridges, completely
impervious to the cries of pain around him. It was only when one of his
companions bellowed over to him that he displayed any concern. ‘Riders,
Jacques. Coming in fast!’


Sure enough, he heard the rapid pounding of hoofs. Since the
newcomers were an unknown quantity, Labeau turned and raced back to the wagons.


 


The three horsemen charged into Great Falls and then, on
reaching the first buildings, abruptly reined in. Nelson Pruitt addressed his
two cronies. ‘Those half-breeds know me, so once we come up with them we’ll
dismount and get close. Maybe get the drop on them.’ So saying, he moved off at
a walk and led the way along the muddy thoroughfare towards the landing. Dutch
Henry said nothing, but there was a noticeable tightening around his jaw line.
He was getting tired of taking instructions. In his opinion Nelson, although
undeniably quick-witted, was not half the man that Taylor Pruitt had been until
he had got shot to pieces by Bronson’s sawn-off.


Even though it was a cold day, there were many citizens on
the streets, drawn to the unexpected sound of gunfire. They looked up curiously
as the three trail worn riders passed by. Those men glanced dismissively at
each face as they drew nearer to the Ethan Allen’s two smokestacks. They’d
heard gunfire on the way in and so the scene that greeted them provided no
surprises. On the open land between the town proper and the landing area, four
men were on the ground. Two were quite obviously dead, with another apparently
breathing his last. The fourth was cradling a bloodied arm, whilst desperately
trying to get to his feet.


Pruitt came to an abrupt halt and the others followed suit.
Directly facing them was the Missouri River with the big steamboat moored at
its edge, smoke still lazily drifting out of the two stacks. In front of that
were the two wagons containing an untold fortune. The three men slowly
dismounted and gazed longingly at the crates. Dutch Henry licked his lips in
anticipation – although whether that was at the prospect of the money or more
bloodletting was anybody’s guess.


The Metis leader’s piercing gaze settled on the three
newcomers and for a moment he was uncharacteristically confused. ‘Pruitt! What
the hell brings you here?’ he called out. Then, before the other man could
reply, everything suddenly became very clear. The cochon had been to Alder
Gulch and someone had talked.


Nelson Pruitt managed to impose the makings of a smile on
his grubby face. It was days since he had dragged a razor across his flesh and
so the greeting showed as more of a grimace. ‘Well hello again, Mr Labeau.
Looks like we’ve just arrived in time to help with the loading. This big fellow
next to me will prove mighty handy when it comes to lifting.’


Mr Labeau took in the singularly menacing behemoth and knew
that such a man would only ever wish to impose his will on others. With the
unfortunate parity in numbers, it was obvious that Pruitt and his cronies had
not come to assist, but to take. Brandishing his reloaded revolver, the Metis
whispered to his two men, ‘Be ready,’ before responding to Pruitt’s kind offer.
‘Any of you sons of bitches makes a move towards us and he’ll end up in a box.
That’s if you’ve got the price of a coffin!’


The ragged smile completely slipped from Pruitt’s face.
‘That’s what I call real unfriendly. Do you hear that, fellas? We ride all this
way to make an honest dollar, only to have our help thrown back in our faces.’
Even as he spoke, his mind was considering the possibilities. With the Metis
sheltering behind two wagons, a shootout could only go badly. The best time to
make their move would be when Labeau attempted to get the wagons on to the
paddle steamer.


‘Are we going to take these pus weasels or what?’ demanded
Dutch Henry impatiently. He was just itching to trigger his massive Colt
Dragoon, but Pruitt shook his head firmly.


‘They’ve got nowhere to go, except on that riverboat. That’s
when they’ll be vulnerable and that’s when we’ll take them.’ With that, he
began to slowly back away. His two companions had no choice other than to
follow him.


Labeau snorted disdainfully. He knew exactly what the
Yankees were about. ‘Keep your guns on them, while I parley with this captain,’
he commanded.


Jacob Stuckey proved easy to locate. He and a number of his
thirty crewmen were standing on the covered deck, forward of the deckhouse,
observing the edgy confrontation with uneasy interest. The captain was a burly,
bearded individual with twenty years’ experience on the Missouri River. In his
time he had encountered many ruffians and was not easily cowed, but
nevertheless regretted leaving his carbine in the pilothouse.


‘We’ve got some cargo for you,’ began Labeau reasonably. ‘If
you’ll get some planking down, we’ll lead the first wagon onboard. They’ll need
to be thick, mind. There’s some weight here.’


Stuckey’s reply was swift and to the point. ‘I’m not doing
anything until you answer to the law for those killings. Racine was not an easy
man to like, but you’ve got his wagons and his animals, so he must have had
reason to come after you.’ Turning his head, he whispered hurriedly to the
nearest crewman. ‘Tell the engine room to get up a head of steam and then fetch
my Sharps. Keep to the far side of the boat, mind!’


That man blinked in surprise, but nevertheless swivelled on
his heels to comply. Labeau witnessed the murmured aside, and chose to react
with murderous intent. Again drawing his revolver, he aimed directly at the
crewman’s broad back and fired. The stricken individual vomited a stream of
blood and pitched forward on to a coil of rope. As he twitched uncontrollably,
his killer switched his smoking weapon on to the suddenly outraged captain.


‘You murdering scoundrel! There was no call to do that. He
wasn’t even armed!’


Labeau was mercilessly unrepentant. ‘Armed. Unarmed. What’s
the difference? It’s obvious you’ve taken against me, but if you don’t do as I
say, then you’ll be next for a bullet!’


 


‘I ain’t never seen shooting like it, Marshal. Honest I
ain’t. I thought I was a goner for sure. He was like the very devil!’ The
freighter, Wilson, had survived the terrifying encounter with Labeau and had an
adrenaline charged compulsion to recount his story for the very welcome new
arrivals. Bronson and his two companions had heard the rapid gunfire on their
way from the raft. By the time that they had reached their current vantage
point, Pruitt and his cronies had backed off, so that only the Ethan Allen and
the wagons were visible to him. Impatiently the lawman cut the freighter off
short and so never heard the whereabouts of the three other menacing strangers.


‘Who’s the captain of that riverboat?’


Wilson didn’t have to give that any thought. ‘It’ll be Jacob
Stuckey. He always does the run up from Bismarck.’


‘Stuckey!’ exclaimed the lawman. ‘I know that old river rat.
He’s one tough hombre. It could work to our advantage.’ With that, he took
another look around the corner of the building and was just in time to witness
Labeau’s shooting of the crewman.


‘By Christ,’ exclaimed Bairstow. ‘That was outright murder.’


‘Damn right it was,’ replied a strangely calm Marshal
Bronson. ‘And it changes everything. We are no longer trying to just arrest and
deport that bastard. My first duty now is to protect the lives of those river
men.’


Kirsty gazed at him pensively. It occurred to her that her
friends in Alder Gulch had more on their minds than maintaining law and order.
They just wanted their gold back. And yet she was sensible enough to hold her
tongue, because justice for the death of her father also figured in the young
woman’s thinking.


‘So what’s your plan?’ demanded the Mountie. ‘You always
seem to have one!’


‘It just so happens that I do,’ responded Bronson, who must
have done some mighty quick thinking. Patting his shotgun, he continued with,
‘I’m no use with a long gun right now. I need to get up close with this
scattergun. So sad to relate, it looks like Kirsty and I are going for another
Missouri boat ride.’










Chapter
Thirteen


 


Jacob Stuckey stood impotently by as his commandeered
crewmen heaved out a massive makeshift drawbridge. The timbers were thick and
gnarled, as they would need to be to take the weight of the wagons. His foul
temper was not improved by the feel of the gun muzzle rammed into the back of
his neck. The frustrated captain was well aware just how thin Labeau’s forces
were spread. He and his men outnumbered them ten to one. Unfortunately the crew
were all unarmed. The days of river pirates had mostly past, so the only
weapons were kept up in the pilothouse and he was under no illusions as to just
how ruthless the Metis leader could be. The fresh pool of blood on the deck
testified to that.


As the Ethan Allen’s crew commenced to lead the first team
on to the planking, Dutch Henry Bruckner began to shake with barely suppressed
rage. ‘If we don’t make a move soon, you maggot, they’re going to get clean
away. All that spondulix has got to be worth taking a risk for.’


Nelson Pruitt stared up at the huge man with a mixture of
exasperation and fear. So far, he had been able to maintain a tenuous control
by employing a mixture of quick wits and logic, but that time had passed. Now
was the time for sheer bloody violence. Yet, preferring gunplay of a more
one-sided kind, his guts churned at the thought of assaulting well-armed men
stationed behind thick timber. He just couldn’t think what to do and his
frightening companion sensed that indecision.


‘You poxy little cur,’ snarled Dutch Henry. ‘Stay here then,
but don’t expect any handouts after it’s over.’ Switching his gaze to Jackson
Pyke, he demanded, ‘Well, are you with me or what?’


That man glanced from one to the other, before nodding
slowly. ‘I signed on knowing there might be killing and nothing’s changed.’


A rare smile trickled across Dutch Henry’s brutalized
features. ‘Let’s get to it th—’


The shot that rang out from off to their left took everybody
by surprise. The bullet thwacked into the rear wagon, kicking off a large splinter
and narrowly missing one of Labeau’s men.


‘Didn’t think those livery fellas would have the grit to
come back for more,’ remarked Pyke.


‘Sweet Jesus,’ Pruitt exclaimed. Until that moment he had
quite forgotten the arrival of the lawmen at the far side of town. ‘Livery men,
my arse! That’s God damned Bronson!’


Kirsty eased the little rowing boat up against the side of
the Ethan Allen. Bronson, his grubby trousers now slimy with bilge water,
balanced precariously in the centre of the unstable craft. White-faced at being
on water yet again, he didn’t even possess a hand to assist with his balance.
One arm was still tightly bound, whilst his right hand gripped the stock of his
shotgun. Although desperate to clamber up on to the steamboat’s solid deck, the
lawman controlled his impatience and cautiously peered over the wooden rail.
What he saw gave him little solace.


Halfway across the deck, two men stood in almost indecent
proximity. To the fore was Jacob Stuckey, but he was partially concealed by a swarthy
individual who had a revolver pressed to the captain’s neck. Any shot would
have to be shrewdly judged and certainly not taken with a scattergun. Mind made
up, Bronson turned slightly and carefully handed the big gun over to Kirsty.
Then, drawing his Remington, he leaned his torso against the side rail and took
careful aim at Labeau’s left leg. Anywhere else risked also penetrating the
helpless captive. And yet he still couldn’t fire. Not unless he wanted to risk
Stuckey taking a fatal bullet from the contraction of a wounded man’s trigger
finger. Despite the cold, sweat began to flow freely as the lawman maintained
his aim.


‘God damn it, Bairstow,’ he railed silently. ‘Trigger that
long gun!’


As though with divine providence, there was a crash over near
the stables and a bullet struck the rear wagon. Instinctively, Labeau swept his
weapon over to face a new threat and Bronson took his chance. The Remington
bucked satisfyingly in his hand. With a howl of agony, Labeau dropped to one
knee. As blood began to seep from that man’s leg, Bronson holstered his smoking
revolver, reached back for the shotgun and bellowed out, ‘It’s Jesse Bronson.
Arm yourself, Jacob!’


Stuckey tore away from his captor’s weakened grasp and made
for the steps leading up to the pilothouse. Labeau, struggling to regain his
footing, desperately wanted to shoot the fleeing captain, but knew that he was
threatened by a far deadlier foe. Grimacing with pain, he threw himself forward
and around the side of the deckhouse. ‘The law dog’s on the boat,’ he bellowed
out to his two men.


Another shot rang out from the livery and the Metis near the
rear wagon ducked down before returning fire. His companion had been in the
process of supervising the arrival of the first team aboard and the wagon was
literally on the planking, neither ashore nor aboard ship. As the first shot
rang out, the crew fled for the stern, leaving the heavy conveyance to its own
devices. They were soon safely hidden from the rest of the deck by the vast
cords of wood, used to feed the three boilers down below, that were stacked all
around. When Bronson appeared at the far side of the steamer, the lone Metis
was attempting in vain to calm the horses and only belatedly drew his belt gun.
He was hopelessly outmatched.


The sawn-off belched its deadly load, which caught him in
the face and chest, but also struck the nearest horse. The Canadian rebel,
suddenly out of his mind with pain, staggered back against the side rail and
then toppled over into the freezing water. Simultaneously, the wounded animal
whinnied pitifully and vainly sought to escape its sudden agony. Straining
against the heavy load, it leapt to the side and collided with the other lead
horse. The two behind had no choice other than to follow on and so the heavily
laden wagon suddenly veered off the stout planking, plunged into the narrow gap
between ship and shore and in so doing dragged the hapless beasts with it.


The massive tie ropes securing the vessel held and so
inevitably the conveyance became wedged tight. As night follows day, the crates
of gold overwhelmed the wagon sides and plummeted into the Missouri River. The
noise from the four horses was stupendous as they kicked the Ethan Allen’s
wooden rail into pieces, in a desperate bid to keep their footing.


Viewing all this mayhem from the opposite side of the deck,
Bronson couldn’t resist taunting the rebel leader. ‘Looks like your ill-gotten
gains are slipping away from you, Frenchie.’


Jacques Labeau was beside himself with pain and anger.
‘You’ll pay for this, you Yankee bastard!’ With that he fired wildly round the
corner of the deckhouse, but the marshal had already shifted position.


Bronson knelt down on the deck and awkwardly replaced the
spent cartridge in each weapon. Then he peered over the side and hissed at
Kirsty. ‘I’m going round the back. You cover this side with that long gun and
be careful!’ Without waiting for a response, he padded off down the deck,
sawn-off cocked and ready.


The surviving Metis crouched down behind the second wagon
and swore fluently as yet another rifle bullet smashed into the timber next to
him. With the gangway blocked by four crazed animals, he was not about to
retreat that way and he didn’t dare vault the side rail whilst that cursed
Yankee was taking well aimed pot shots at him. Then he finally witnessed
something that made him smile. The three gunhands that had tried jawboning with
Labeau were racing on foot towards the livery. It appeared as though the
sharpshooter was about to get an unwelcome surprise.


Up in the pilothouse, Jacob Stuckey grabbed hold of the old
Sharps breech-loading carbine that had been there for years. It did not have
the outright speed of a repeater, but it was exceedingly accurate and had
occasionally proved to be very useful in settling trouble on the river. And now
his old friend Jesse Bronson was on the boat and it seemed like the marshal had
a deputy over near the livery stables. It was then that he too spotted the
three men making for that exact spot. They were moving fast, which meant that
he had to as well.


Retracting the hammer, Jacob drew a bead on the point man,
which just happened to be Jackson Pyke. The riverboat captain knew that
whatever transpired, the noise of his shot might at least attract the deputy’s
attention. With his powerful carbine aimed just slightly in front of the
running man, he squeezed the trigger. Responding with an encouraging roar, the
gun jerked against his shoulder and Pyke appeared to trip mid stride.


Down below, the Metis heard the loud report and glanced
around at the pilothouse. He saw Stuckey with the smoking carbine and, perhaps
unwisely, moved away from the wagon. Labeau might have hesitated, knowing that
they would need the captain on any trip down river, but his minion possessed no
such intelligence. Instinctively raising his revolver, he blasted off three
rapid shots. The first one struck timber, the second and third flesh and blood.
Jacob Stuckey crashed back against the rear of the small building, before
sliding painfully to the floor. Blood trickled out of his mouth and the carbine
slipped from his grasp.


‘You moron,’ screamed the rebel leader from the side of the
deckhouse. ‘We needed him!’


 


After Bronson and Kirsty had left him, Corporal Bairstow had
relocated to the livery. Although not the nearest building to the landing area,
it allowed space to fire and move and offered some good vantage points. He got
off a number of shots at the remaining wagon and heard the muted roar of a
shotgun on the far side of the steamer. It was as the Mountie settled down amongst
the hay bales in the loft overlooking the stables that he heard a different
report, followed by a cry of pain outside.


‘That sounded like a buffalo gun,’ he muttered. His
Winchester was poking through a large chink in the timber. Deciding to
temporarily ignore events outside, he glanced down the barrel at the riverboat,
just in time to witness Stuckey’s death. His killer had risen up behind the
wagon to fire the shots, presenting Bairstow with a temptingly perfect target.
Drawing a fine bead, the lawman smoothly squeezed the trigger. He didn’t even
need to see his smoke-obscured victim to know that the bullet had flown true.
And besides, he suddenly had little time to dwell on his success.


With a tremendous crash, one of the stable doors swung back
against the wall. Two guns fired simultaneously, the bullets driving up through
the thin timber planking that made up the floor. Snatching his rifle out of the
crack in the wall, Bairstow fired on the move for effect. Then a voice bellowed
out from below. ‘Cover me while I go up after the bastard!’


Heavy boots sounded on the ladder, followed by the roar of
two more shots. One of the bullets came within inches of his face, as the
Canadian levered in another cartridge and took aim at the top of the steps. So
far he hadn’t seen anyone, but that was about to change. A massive horse-pistol
suddenly appeared over the top rung, mere yards away, and discharged with a
deafening roar. The bullet slammed into a roof beam above his head, but it was
the muzzle flash that did the damage. In the poor light, it caused him to blink
rapidly, so that his answering shot also went wide. The owner of the Colt
Dragoon didn’t even bother to fire again. Instead he clambered into the loft
and charged towards his prey.


As the huge brute closed in, Bairstow frantically worked the
Winchester’s under-lever. With a fresh cartridge in the firing chamber, he was
just swinging the barrel into line when two enormous meaty hands grabbed it.
The rifle was torn from his strong grasp with unbelievable force.


Dutch Henry Bruckner stood in the loft, his head brushing
the roof. The makings of a rare smile washed over his brutal features.
Brandishing the captured weapon, he backed off a few paces so as to size up his
opponent. He noted Bairstow’s powerful build and took in the scarlet tunic,
visible under the open buffalo coat, and the grey uniform breeches.


‘So you’re a Mountie, huh? You must really fancy yourself,
wearing that pretty red jacket an’ all.’


Bairstow, still shocked at the ease with which he had lost
his rifle, nevertheless squared his shoulders and provided a robustly pompous
response. ‘I am a Northwest Mounted Policeman in the service of the Queen and
you would be well advised to stand clear!’


The great ogre looming before him merely gave out a rumble
of laughter. ‘Haw, haw, haw. The way I hear it, you fellows always catch your
man. Well I’ll tell you something. You don’t look much to me. So hell, I’m not
even going to use a gun on you!’ With that, he casually tossed the Winchester
out of the loft. His ancient Colt was stuffed back in his ample waistband as he
hunched his massive shoulders and moved forward.


Down below, Nelson Pruitt smiled to himself. To his certain
knowledge, Dutch Henry hadn’t lost a fight since the age of fifteen, so in his opinion
the deadly contest was a foregone conclusion. Accordingly, Pruitt decided that
he would be of far more use looking to the gold, as it was quite possible that
Labeau would find Marshal Bronson to be too much of a handful. Mind made up, he
headed for the open door. In truth, he wasn’t sorry to be missing the brutal
clash, as he didn’t much share Bruckner’s enthusiasm for blood sports!


If I let this oaf get on top of me, I’m finished! With such
grim thoughts preying on his mind, Bairstow realized that the use of superior
speed was likely to be his only chance. Abruptly dropping to the floorboards,
he kicked out viciously with both legs. Taken by surprise, his huge opponent
tried to dodge, but stumbled and fell heavily on to the timber. As a cloud of dust
and wood shavings descended on the stables below, the Mountie twisted around
and flung himself on to his winded enemy. Sitting astride Dutch Henry’s massive
torso, he bunched both fists and landed two tremendous blows on that man’s
defenceless features. He then made a big mistake. Rather than keep pounding
away, he instead tried to reach for his Adams revolver in its flap holster.


With fresh blood trickling from his mashed lips, Dutch Henry
reached up and grabbed his assailant by the throat. With enormous power, he
rolled over, so that the positions were rapidly reversed and it was he who was
on top. Drawing back an immense fist, he slammed it down into Bairstow’s
unprotected face. The savage blow was like an anvil strike. The Mountie’s
vision blurred as a great roaring sound abruptly inhabited his skull. He tasted
blood and suddenly recognized with frightening clarity that another such pile
driver would quite probably kill him.


With a strength born of desperation, Bairstow drove the
straight fingers of his right hand up into the big man’s throat. Gagging with
shock, that individual rocked backwards, allowing the other man a brief
respite. Twisting like an eel, the lawman managed to break out from under the
vast weight of his opponent and then kick out with his right leg. The
fur-covered boot caught Bruckner in the groin, eliciting a howl of agony from
him.


Getting groggily to his feet, Bairstow knew he had a chance
to finish the fight. Again drawing back his right boot, he aimed a mighty kick
at the outlaw’s head. With mere inches left to travel, Dutch Henry unbelievably
managed to reach up and grab his assailant’s foot. With a tremendous heave, he
tossed Bairstow back into the livery wall, but was still suffering too much to
follow up on it – which was a good thing for Bairstow because the Mountie ended
up back on the floor gasping for breath.


With both of them temporarily unable to move, the two
combatants surveyed each other through the unlit gloom of the loft. They were
bleeding profusely, but seemed not to notice. Dutch Henry spat out a great
gobbet of bloodied phlegm, before rasping out, ‘You fight like a woman,
Mountie. That must be why they give you such pretty red jackets.’


‘Go to hell, convict,’ that man wheezed as he got to his
feet.


‘I’ve already been there,’ replied Bruckner as he too
staggered upright.


For a few moments, both men silently inhaled great draughts
of air until with an eerie composure they advanced on each other again.


 


The marshal had instructed Kirsty to cover her side of the
steamer, but she couldn’t do that and control her footing in the small rowing
boat. It remorselessly bucked and twisted under the influence of the current
until finally she decided to let it drift away. Carefully placing her
Winchester on the apparently deserted deck, she clambered up over the side – in
the process feeling the stern counter of the little craft brush her feet as it
sped away. She couldn’t resist glancing at it as it bobbed up and down on the
fast-flowing river. In such conditions it was probably gone for good, which to
her thrifty mind seemed such a waste. Then her spine tingled as she heard a
faint scuffling from behind. Instinctively reaching down for Bronson’s rifle,
she suddenly found it pinned to the deck by a blood-stained boot.


‘So we meet again, ma chérie!’


In horrified silence, she peered up at Jacques Labeau’s
swarthy features. Her moment of daydreaming had likely cost her dear and yet
how on earth had he managed to reach her so swiftly? As though sensing and
enjoying her disquiet, he favoured her with a sardonic smile.


‘It’s such a shame I don’t have time to benefit from this
meeting, but sadly you have to leave again.’ So saying, he thrust his solid
body up against hers and shoved hard. Panic stricken, Kirsty felt herself
falling backwards. Unable to secure any kind of handhold, the young woman
plunged down into the ice-cold Missouri River.










Chapter
Fourteen


 


Two men responded in very different ways to Kirsty’s
high-pitched scream. First Officer Martin heard the loud splash that
accompanied it and reacted with professional speed. The Ethan Allen consumed as
many as thirty cords of wood per day and consequently much of the fuel had to
be stored on deck. Reaching towards the nearest pile of timber, he seized a
large chunk and hurled it into the river with commendable accuracy. It smacked
down very close to the struggling young woman.


‘Grab it and paddle for the bank,’ Martin somewhat
unnecessarily bellowed. In his heart, he knew that her chances of survival in
such cold water were slim, but he had done all that he could for the moment.


Jesse Bronson knew exactly what the scream portended. It
meant that Jacques Labeau had just baited a trap for the marshal to blunder
into, except of course that he wasn’t having any of it. Very reluctantly
accepting that the gutsy young woman was quite probably doomed, the lawman
awkwardly scrambled up on to a pile of timber. From there he was able to place
his shotgun on the roof of the deckhouse and then, with one hand, drag his big
frame after it.


Barely suppressed rage coursed through his body as he moved
across the wooden roof in a low crouch. It was fired by bitter anger at Labeau,
but also at himself for having left a mere slip of a girl all alone in the
presence of such an adversary. At least he did not have to worry too much about
being heard, because the horse that he had inadvertently wounded was still
pounding around on the deck. Bronson had a fair idea where the Metis would be
waiting and so it proved. The Canadian rebel, who was now a leader in name only,
was lurking behind a woodpile close to where Kirsty had left the boat. From the
look of the dark sticky pool at his feet, his leg wound was obviously bleeding
heavily.


With a mirthless smile, the marshal drew back slightly from
the edge of the roof and carefully lowered his big gun on to the caulked
timber. His own particular injury required him to carry out some deft
manoeuvring. Extracting a set of handcuffs from his belt, he placed them
between his chipped teeth and then recovered the shotgun. Turning his head
sharply to the left, he then rotated it swiftly back again and opened his jaws.
Without warning, the handcuffs crashed down on to the deck some eighteen inches
away from Jacques Labeau. That individual’s head jerked up in shock as though
he had just been savagely bitten by a mule. His bloodshot eyes rotated like
swivels, until they settled on the gaping muzzles of the sawn-off shotgun.
Behind them stood the grim figure of a badged-up deputy US marshal.


‘For myself, I’d just as soon consign you to hell,’ that man
remarked with chilling clarity. ‘But I’m a federal officer. So you’d best put
those irons on before I change my mind. Oh, and wrap your arms around that post
before you do it. That way you won’t get tempted to run off anywhere.’


Labeau gazed up at him with a mixture of horrified loathing
and fear. No man had ever put him in chains before, but there really wasn’t any
arguing with a twelve gauge. Very reluctantly, he lowered his weapon and did as
instructed.


From his vantage point, Bronson could see a number of
crewmen milling around near the stern and called out to them. ‘Ahoy there! I’m
a deputy marshal out of Billings. I reckon your captain’s paroled to Jesus, but
these murdering road agents are all accounted for. See if you can do anything for
the girl while I get down off of this God damned roof.’


Martin was quick to respond. He detailed a number of men to
head off down the riverbank equipped with ropes and staves, before leading
others towards the steps up to the pilothouse. In all of this activity, no one
noticed the furtive figure of Nelson Pruitt. That individual had carefully made
his way over to the landing area and was now sizing up the state of affairs
from behind the second wagon. He swiftly decided that all was not lost. If the
marshal could be taken unawares and gunned down like the dog that he was, then
he, Pruitt, could easily contain the situation until the victorious Dutch Henry
re-joined him.


As Bronson walked back across the deckhouse roof, he was
completely oblivious to the developing threat. Bairstow’s continued absence was
puzzling him to be sure, but he saw no reason not to put down his shotgun, so
as to aid his descent on to the log pile. It was as he sat with his legs
dangling over the edge that he suddenly realized his awful vulnerability, but
by then it was too late!


 


For the second time that day, Dutch Henry’s probing fingers
closed around Samuel Bairstow’s neck. As the terrible choking pressure
increased, the Mountie desperately summoned an explosive burst of power. Left
and right combination punches slammed into the giant outlaw’s midriff and for a
brief moment his vice-like grip loosened. The lawman wrenched free, but instead
of backing rapidly out of reach he did the exact opposite. Ducking around under
the outstretched arms, he viciously jabbed his boot into the back of Dutch
Henry’s right knee. With a cry of pain that man fell forward on to both his
knees. Bairstow seized the moment and locked his powerful right arm around his
opponent’s throat. He dearly wished to reach for either his knife or revolver,
so as to finish it there and then, but it was not to be.


Up against such a powerful adversary, the Canadian had no
choice other than to use his left arm as a lock to increase the pressure. The
alternative was to be shaken off like a rag doll. Gritting his teeth, he clung
on in sheer desperation. Little by little the veins in Dutch Henry’s neck began
to bulge and his face grew florid. It seemed as though the frenzied death grip
was gradually taking effect. Then, almost unbelievably, Bairstow felt himself
being lifted clean off the floor.


With an almost inhuman grunt, his bear-like enemy got back
on his feet, but even Dutch Henry realized that if he couldn’t break the
stranglehold he would soon return to his knees for good. Summoning his last
reserves of strength, he abruptly launched himself back towards the stable
wall. With a tremendous splintering crash, the two of them slammed into the
timber. Bairstow took the brunt of the collision and as the air was forced from
his lungs, so too did his death grip fall away.


With a shuddering gasp, the massive outlaw staggered free,
completely unhindered by his opponent. The Canadian was just too winded to
pursue. He lay against the splintered wood, desperately trying to get his breath.
The two men had effectively fought themselves to a standstill, but it was Dutch
Henry who first came to terms with that unsettling reality. Never before in his
adult life had he been bested in a fight, possibly because he had never come up
against so determined an opponent. It was that thought which prompted his
decision to finally resort to firearms. And it was here that he held the
advantage. His revolver was merely tucked in his belt, whereas the Mountie’s
Adams was securely held in a flap holster in the military fashion.


By a strange chance, it was at that moment that their eyes
locked together. Both favoured the other with a dark brooding glance and in an
almost supernatural moment of perception, Bairstow suddenly realized just what
was to follow. Employing the strength of sheer desperation, he used the wall
for leverage and hurled himself across the loft space. Frantically the other
man reached for his Colt, but he was still dazed and slow to react. Just as his
finger curled round the trigger, the lawman’s full weight slammed into him.


Dutch Henry no longer possessed the wherewithal to withstand
such a blow. Together the two men careered uncontrollably back to the edge of
the floor boarding and into the void beyond. The sickening thud, as they struck
the compressed earth floor, combined with the muffled roar of a powerful
handgun. Both men lay unmoving, but the horses in the stalls around them
stirred restlessly as they smelt the unmistakeable odour of charred flesh.


 


The ghastly shock of being completely immersed in freezing
water quite literally took Kirsty’s breath away. Her head and shoulders had hit
first and she was terrifyingly aware that the river seemed to be drawing her
deeper. The heavy winter clothing encasing her body was sodden and made all
movement difficult. It was only the young woman’s burning desire to survive
that generated the terrific energy required to pump her way back up.


She broke the surface gasping for breath and was immediately
overwhelmed by the powerful current. As she swept past the Ethan Allen’s stern,
a voice bellowed out something unintelligible and there was a loud splash close
by. Twisting her head, Kirsty spotted a big section of timber paralleling her
course down the mighty river. It was her only chance of survival and she knew
it.


Fighting against the dead weight of her saturated overcoat,
she desperately paddled towards the diminutive raft. Those few feet seemed to
require an inordinate amount of effort from her numbed limbs, but finally she
made it. Seizing hold of the gnarled wood, she heaved with all her strength and
gradually managed to get her upper body out of the icy water. With her teeth
chattering and her lips turning blue, Kirsty frantically scrutinized the
terrain ahead. Fate was kind, because she immediately observed just what she
needed. Off to her right, stretching as far as the eye could see, the riverbank
had eroded so that it was almost level with the fast-flowing river. That was
her chance!


Willing her frozen legs into action, she kicked out towards
the bank with a renewed energy that only a youngster could possess. Almost
imperceptibly, the makeshift raft began to veer off to the right. Her breath
came in ragged bursts as she struggled not to swallow the bitingly cold liquid.
And then, unbelievably, her right boot struck solid ground. Suddenly Kirsty was
no longer swimming, but pushing against the uneven riverbed.


It was whilst thrusting the suddenly heavy wood on to gravel
that her strength finally gave out. With a shuddering sigh, the half-drowned
young woman collapsed on to the timber. The water still lapped around her legs
and her fine features were completely ashen. It was in this comatose state that
the crew of the Ethan Allen found her a short time later.


 


With a satisfying snarl of triumph, Nelson Pruitt arose from
behind the wagon and aimed his Winchester at the tin shield on Bronson’s chest.
The lawman had just dropped on to the woodpile and was minus his shotgun.


‘You kilt my brother, you butcher!’


The marshal grabbed the side of the building with his only
hand and peered over at the red-faced outlaw. His whiskery features betrayed no
hint of the alarm that he had to be feeling and his reply was surprisingly
mild. ‘I gave Taylor the chance to surrender, same as you. Why don’t you learn something
from what happened at Fallowfield’s Store and hand them guns over?’


The other man stared at him in total bewilderment. One
twitch of his finger and the law dog was dead. Yet there he was, large as life,
telling him to surrender. It really did beat all! A burning rage flared up
inside him that effectively blocked out all logical thought, which of course
was exactly what Bronson desired. In a strangely high-pitched tone, Pruitt
screamed out, ‘Get down on your knees, you poxed cur! I’ll have you begging for
your life before this day is out.’


Bronson snorted derisively. ‘You’ll have to give me some
time on that. As you can see, I’m a mite beaten up.’


That was all too much for the incandescent outlaw. With his
sweaty finger tightening on the trigger, he howled out, ‘You God damned law d—’


The high-powered bullet came from behind and struck him in
his right shoulder. It quite literally spun him around, so that he was no
longer facing the hated lawman. Remarkably, his own rifle was still unfired and
so it was an injured, but still dangerous Nelson Pruitt who stared in total
bewilderment at his assailant. ‘You! I thought you was dead.’


‘Not hardly,’ came the weary response.


With blood gushing from his agonizing wound, Pruitt finally
lost all sense of reality and raised the muzzle of his Winchester.


‘Again!’ bellowed Bronson.


Sure enough, the weapon discharged a second time. On this
occasion the bullet slammed into the outlaw’s throat and there could no longer
be any doubt about his most definite demise. In a welter of blood, Nelson
Pruitt irrevocably joined his brother in the hereafter.


For a few moments, the only sounds that could be heard were
of the distressed horses still tethered to the crippled wagon. It was Jesse
Bronson who spoke first. ‘Never took you for a back-shooter, Samuel!’


That man signed gently before favouring him with a lop-sided
smile, although in truth the greeting was hard to discern. The Mountie was
quite literally drenched with blood, whilst his face appeared to have been
pulverized in a meat market. The sticky liquid coating his torso appeared to be
his, whereas that on his breeches obviously belonged to someone else. It was
only with difficulty that he spoke. ‘So that’s both brothers accounted for, eh?
I dare say you’ll be going after their sisters and aunts and such next!’


It was the marshal’s turn to smile, as he gestured towards
the first wagon. ‘No, but you’d better get yourself cleaned up. It’s going to
take some work shifting all those crates and I’ve only got the one arm!’


Bairstow’s response was drowned out by an angry yell from
Jacques Labeau. ‘I’m bleeding to death over here, you bastards!’ That man was
still manacled to the stern-wheeler. The Metis’s continued survival abruptly
reminded the Mountie that their attractive companion was nowhere to be seen.
‘Where the hell’s Kirsty got to?’ he anxiously demanded through mashed lips.


Bronson’s expression turned dark as he reached up for his
sawn-off. ‘You’d best ask Labeau about that.’


Confusion registered on the other man’s features, but he had
no time to form a question. From further down the riverbank there came a loud
yell. A group of crewmen were carrying what looked like a body wrapped in a
thick blanket. The two men reacted in markedly different ways. With a horrified
expression on his features, Bairstow staggered off towards them, whilst Bronson
dropped down to the deck and moved off towards his shackled prisoner. That
individual regarded the grim-faced lawman with great unease. Labeau was visibly
weakened by his leg wound and suddenly greatly regretted attracting the
marshal’s attention.


Bronson stopped directly before the half-breed and jabbed
the shotgun’s muzzles hard under his chin. His words contained a pent up anger
that chilled the Metis to his core. ‘I’m a federal officer, sworn to uphold the
law, but you can believe one thing for certain. If that young girl is dead, I
will take this badge off and then squeeze both triggers, so help me God!’










Chapter
Fifteen


 


‘Why are you tending to that animal? I want to see him hang this
very hour, do you hear?’ demanded Kirsty shrilly. ‘It’s only right and proper.
That bastard murdered my pa and tried to kill me too.’


The three former voyageurs were huddled in the town jail.
The citizens of Great Falls had built it in expectation of recruiting a
sheriff, but so far no one had volunteered for the position. Jacques Labeau lay
prostrate in the only cell, as the local sawbones worked to extract the bullet
from his leg. His cries of anguish were loud and frequent, possibly because
nobody had felt inclined to offer him any laudanum. The young woman, swaddled
in a heavy blanket given to her by a crewman from the Ethan Allen, was gazing
bleakly through the bars of the cell. She was still weak from her ordeal, but
had insisted on confronting her father’s killer.


Bronson shook his head regretfully. ‘That may well happen,
but not here and not now. My instructions are to take this scumsucking low-life
back to Billings. After that he’s out of my hands, but’ – he glanced over at a
battered, but clearly embarrassed Bairstow – ‘Labeau may well get a noose up in
Canada for crimes committed there, unless of course the God damned British
Empire still goes in for flogging.’


Despite feeling desperately tired and vulnerable, Kirsty was
beginning to get good and angry as well. She glared over at the unfortunate
Mountie. ‘He should hang for murder in Montana and you know it!’


Bairstow shrugged and favoured her with a genuine smile.
‘Maybe he should and maybe he shouldn’t, but I’m neither a judge nor a
politician so it really isn’t up to me.’


At that moment the doctor emitted a satisfied grunt and
dropped a piece of bloody lead into a tin bowl. Simultaneously, his patient
released a great howl and abruptly sat up. He was obviously in great pain, but
also angry at his brutal treatment.


Moving clear of the two lawmen, Kirsty entered the cell and
glared at him. Labeau’s eyes met hers and even though in great distress a
suggestive leer suddenly appeared on his pain-wracked features. ‘Huh, you must
be a lot tougher than your pa, as well as a whole heap prettier.’


Irrational rage surged through her like a lightning bolt and
she moved forward to strike him. His left arm was manacled to the bunk, but of
course that did not concern him over much. With snakelike speed, his right hand
dropped to the hidden sheath in his boot. Even though in great discomfort, the
Metis had goaded the young woman and then timed his strike to perfection.


Labeau’s fingers slipped into the top of his scabbard, only
for him to freeze rigid with surprise. Kirsty was both frightened and puzzled
at his strange response to her approach, but then the marshal sidled up next to
her and all became clear. In his hand, Bronson held a wicked looking skinning
knife.


‘I wondered when you’d miss this,’ he remarked lightly. ‘It
must have slipped out of your boot when you briefly lost consciousness on the
boat.’


As total silence settled over the jailhouse, the lawman
reflectively balanced the knife on his palm, before turning to the young woman.
‘Here, why don’t you take it and finish the job?’ he asked mildly.


As she recoiled slightly, Labeau cried out, ‘Are you mad?
I’m supposed to be your prisoner!’


Completely ignoring him, Bronson abruptly thrust the blade
towards her and demanded, ‘What’s it to be, little lady, vengeance or the law?’


As the marshal knew so well, very few people could kill with
a knife in cold blood. It was just too personal and immediate. And as expected,
Kirsty shook her head in disgust and backed away.


‘Very well,’ he stated with obvious satisfaction. ‘It looks
like the law will just have to take its course, won’t it?’


‘You bastard,’ wailed the Metis. ‘You’d have let her carve
me up for fun!’


‘Oh, you’d better believed it, monsieur,’ Bronson retorted
sarcastically. ‘But luckily for you, she’s got scruples!’


 


It was five days later when the four heavily garbed riders
set off on the one hundred and sixty mile trip to Billings. A lot had happened
in the intervening time, including the digging of a great many graves. It had
taken fully four men just to lift the blood-soaked corpse of Dutch Henry
Bruckner out of the livery. He had finally come up against a man who couldn’t
be merely bludgeoned into submission. And then, just as the mass grave for the
various outlaws had finally been filled in and the citizens had breathed a
collective sigh of relief, the frozen body of Black Bart had been discovered on
the hillside.


First Officer Martin was now the acting captain of the Ethan
Allen and it was into his care that the crates from the second raft had been
entrusted, along with those from the remaining wagon. Racine’s damaged vehicle
had been lifted back on to dry land by use of a block and tackle, but its cargo
was lost until the summer, when a much lower and warmer river would hopefully
allow for the recovery of the heavy crates.


As Great Falls disappeared into the distance, Marshal
Bronson carefully scrutinized his three companions. Jacques Labeau was manacled
to the saddle-horn and presented a sullen and dejected figure. His heavily
bandaged leg had mended sufficiently to allow them to undertake the long
journey, but it was obvious that he held little hope for his future prospects.
The lawman’s own arm was still in a loose sling, but did not trouble him
greatly. It was as his glance fell on Kirsty Landers that he shook his head in
puzzlement.


‘For the life of me, young lady, I can’t understand why
you’ve insisted on making this trip,’ he announced. ‘You could have travelled
on the Ethan Allen in some comfort and overseen the sale of that ore.’


In some ways, Bronson was the most perceptive of men and yet
he was totally blind to what had passed between the two younger people.
Bairstow’s eyes met Kirsty’s and he shook his head in amusement. It was left to
her to explain the situation and so she reined in next to the marshal.
Gesturing towards the gloomy prisoner, she stated, ‘I mean to see that son of a
bitch brought to justice, come what may. If that means travelling on to Canada
with the corporal, then so be it. There is nothing left for me in Alder Gulch
and I think I may just have found a new friend, if you take my meaning.’


Deputy US Marshal Jesse Bronson glanced from one to the
other in bewildered surprise. Oh, he took her meaning all right. Spitting a
stream of tobacco on to the iron hard ground, he remarked, ‘Well, I’ll be
damned!’
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Chapter
One


 


‘How the hell can four of us crew that thing?’ Naylor
demanded as he stared in wide-eyed shock at the big keelboat – also known as a
poleboat, on account of the long wooden poles that were used for steering and
to propel it upstream. ‘It must need ten times our number.’


The black-haired monster of a man at his shoulder regarded
him pityingly. ‘Because we’re only going down river, you simple shit. We’ll
have the current with us, not agin us. All we’ll have to do is steal it and
steer it.’


Darkness had finally fallen over Canon City, Colorado. Like
most frontier mining camps it had its charms, if one had the ready cash to pay
for them. Unfortunately for Ed Teach and his three cronies, nothing ever seemed
to pan out quite the way it should. They had arrived at the diggings too late
to secure a decent claim. Those already there were organized and proof against
the petty theft and poorly planned violence which was Teach’s usual modus
operandi. Their faces had become known and their days numbered. It was time to
pull off something spectacular and hightail it before they all ended up
stretching a rope.


It was Teach, in his often shaky capacity as gang leader,
who conveniently overheard a drunken conversation that seemed to offer the
prospect of real gain. Because the railhead of the Denver and Rio Grande
Railroad hadn’t yet reached Canon City, the silver mined by the big operators
had to be transported a distance of about a mile by road; the wagons were
always heavily guarded, but a flash flood had just washed away the dirt track
and so for a short while the valuable ore would be moved to the railhead by
river. The precious cargos were still guarded, of course, but someone had
decided that since the country’s main arteries now consisted of railroads
rather than rivers so the days of the river pirates must have passed.
Consequently, the fifty-foot keelboat was already loaded ready for an early
morning start, but only three poorly paid men patrolled the landing stage.


As the last rays of light had drained out of the sky, pitch
torches had been lit, but the flaming light only illuminated the immediate
area. Teach and his men were free to make their preparations unhindered. Hidden
in a stand of Bristlecone Pine trees, the three ruffians watched with amazement
as their boss produced a bottle of ‘rot gut’ from his jacket. He was not
normally known for his generosity.


‘What I need,’ he announced in unusually hushed tones, ‘Is
someone looking like they’re on a ten-day drunk, who can distract those fellas
for a moment. And you get to keep this bottle of Who Hit John. Who will it be?’


A twitchy, squinty-eyed character going by the colourful
name of Barf Baxter immediately stuck his hand up. ‘Me, me. I can do it, boss.
I’ve been drunk most of my damn life. It’ll be a piece of piss!’


Teach stared at him intently for a long moment. ‘Fair
enough, just don’t mess up,’ he finally replied. Menace coated every word and
the other two men were suddenly glad it wasn’t to be them. ‘And hand over that
belt gun,’ he added. ‘I don’t want anything making them nervous.’


Accepting the well-worn Colt, the brutalized thug glanced at
the other two. ‘An’ when we rush ’em, there’s to be no shooting. You hear?’


 


Their shift had barely started and already the three guards
were bored stiff. The enclosed cabin on the moored keelboat was a tempting
resting place and maybe later, in the silent early hours, they would risk it.
But for the time being they would prowl around and make a show of doing what
they were paid for. After all, it was highly unlikely that they would actually
be called upon to do anything dangerous.


A sudden commotion off in the dark had them reaching for
their weapons, until a tremendous belch followed by a fit of giggling reassured
them. Some miner had drunk far more than his fill and would doubtless regret it
in the morning.


Baxter’s unkempt figure swayed into view. He had made a
sizeable dent in the cheap whiskey, just in case Teach might later change his
mind, he had also poured some of it over his clothes for the sake of realism.
His natural condition was to be unwashed and lice-ridden, so the resulting stench
was overwhelming. As though suddenly spotting the three men, he waved gleefully
at them and called out, ‘Well howdy there, fellas. Ain’t it purdy down by the
river?’


One of the guards made a half-hearted attempt to warn him
off, but in truth the man was glad of a diversion.


‘Aw hell, mister,’ Baxter protested loudly. ‘I don’t mean
you no harm. Here, have a sip of this bug juice. It’ll make you feel real good
inside.’ So saying, he tottered nearer with his hand outstretched.


The three sentries unsuspectingly closed in around him. They
were sorely tempted to accept his offer . . . until they got wind of the foul
stink. ‘Jesus, fella!’ one of them exclaimed disgustedly. ‘You must have been
swimming in something mighty bad.’


Belching loudly, Baxter drew nearer to one of the flaming
torches and peered myopically at them in the flickering light. ‘Aw, don’t take
on so. It ain’t like it’s puke or such.’


His reluctant audience never got the chance to comment on
that as the sound of pounding boots suddenly reached them; there was a sudden
rush of movement as the ‘drunk’s’ cronies erupted from the gloom. In the
vicious mêlée that broke out, Baxter was knocked full length by his own boss;
the precious bottle of ‘joy juice’ shattering on the side of the keelboat.


Teach seized hold of one luckless guard and headbutted him
full in the face, before finishing him off with a ferociously lethal chop to
the throat. Another groaned in acute agony, as a Bowie knife was abruptly
buried up to its hilt in his soft belly and then cruelly twisted before being
withdrawn. Only one of the doomed sentinels got the chance to fight back.
Momentarily separated from his assailants by Baxter’s prone figure, the lone
survivor drew and cocked his Schofield revolver. Yet before he could fire,
Naylor swung his ancient Spencer carbine in a great roundhouse sweep, so that
the stock smashed into the guard’s unprotected skull. Perversely, it was the
shock of that brutal blow that caused the man’s right forefinger to contract.


The sudden detonation, in the stillness of the night,
sounded like a cannon discharging. Teach, always on a hair trigger, was almost
beside himself with rage. ‘You stupid bastards. I said no shooting!’


The fourth member of the gang, a swarthy knife-fighter by
the name of Rio, had the sense enough to realize that this was no time for
recriminations. Gripping his blood-soaked Bowie he opined, ‘It weren’t nobody’s
fault and what’s done is done. We need to get the hell out of here.’


‘I give the orders,’ Teach retorted belligerently, but then
a cry of alarm in the darkened camp abruptly concentrated his mind. ‘We needs
to go. Get on the damn boat and find the poles. Rio, use your toad-stabber to
cut through the ropes.’


That man hesitated. ‘We might need them for tying up down stream,
boss.’


More loud voices sounded from behind them. The alarm had
well and truly been raised and Teach’s patience was exhausted. ‘We don’t get
moving, there won’t be any down stream. Just cut the poxy cables!’


As his men clambered onto the cigar-shaped, shallow-drafted
craft, the big, unkempt brute had an inspiration. Rushing to the nearest pitch
torch, Teach grabbed it and thrust it into a gap in the landing stage planking.
Even as he joined his cronies on board, the flames began to spread. He gave no thought
to their three victims, even though one of them was quite possibly still alive.


‘After this they’ll maybe treat us better next time,’ he
snarled with decidedly perverse reasoning, although his next remark
demonstrated that he did possess at least half a brain. Noticing that the
knife-fighter was making for the rear cable, Teach bawled out, ‘Not that one,
shit for brains. Get the front one first, or the current’ll swing us around.’


The other man stared at him dumbly for a moment before
comprehending. Then, without a word, Rio raced the full length of the boat.
Anger at the slight burned deep within him and fuelled his actions, because, in
truth, it was very rare that he made a mistake. He furiously sliced through the
forward cable, Teach took up a thick pole and placed the far end against the
side of the burning jetty. ‘Come on, come on,’ the big man urged.


Finally there was a shout of triumph and the front of the
boat began to ease away from the jetty. It couldn’t come soon enough for the
increasingly nervous thieves. Fresh torches had flared up in the camp and were
now moving rapidly towards the river. As Rio scurried back towards the rear,
Teach bellowed, ‘Move yourself. They’re nearly on us.’


As if to emphasize the dire urgency, a warning shot rang out,
followed by a booming voice. ‘Get off that boat, you sons of bitches!’


As the swarthy desperado slashed at the thick rope, the
approaching posse spotted the three bodies on the blazing landing stage and a
collective howl of anger went up. More shots exploded; the muzzle flashes
briefly flaring in the night and this time hot lead slammed into the keelboat’s
timbers. What had initially seemed like a good plan appeared to be going
disastrously wrong.


Then Naylor opened up with his battered Spencer. It was an
old gun, but a repeater nonetheless. The return fire gave the angry miners
pause and at that moment Rio uttered another exultant cry as the severed cable
dropped into the water. With the keelboat no longer restrained and Teach
manically heaving on his pole, the blazing jetty abruptly fell away.


Taken up by the current, the craft rapidly picked up speed
and anger turned to frustration on the riverbank. Another ragged volley of
shots boomed out. Apparently oblivious to the bullets smacking home all around
him, Rio – fired up by the exertion and excitement – mockingly waved at the
rapidly receding camp. Gleefully, he yelled out, ‘Huzzah, you limp-dicked sons
of bitches.’ Then to his companions he added, ‘We done showed those cockchafers
a thing or two.’


In a matter of moments, the sleek craft had been swallowed
up by the gloom and all that could be seen of Canon City was the inferno that
had been a landing stage. It was then that all high spirits abruptly left the
outlaws, as they were confronted by the reality of their new life on the river.
A strained silence settled over them for some time, as all four men struggled
to gain control over the boat using the long poles that they had found. The
long, heavily laden craft seemed to possess a life of its own as it veered
alarmingly from side to side.


Then Teach noticed the ten-foot long steering oar attached
to a swivel at the rear and suddenly everything became so simple. With the
barely visible riverbanks sliding by on either side and the Arkansas doing all
the work, the novice pirates were suddenly able to relax.


Teach uttered a great sigh of relief. ‘Hot dang. We made it.
We’ll put a few more miles between us and that camp and then pull into the far
bank for the rest of the night.’ He glanced over at Baxter and was surprised to
see glum, downcast features. ‘What the hell ails you, Barf?’ he snapped. ‘We’ve
actually done good for a change!’


The foul-smelling outlaw stared at him sullenly. ‘I had my
heart set on the rest of that bottle,’ he mumbled, before adding accusingly,
‘And you broke it!’










Chapter
Two


 


‘This place got a name?’


Jacob Stuckey twitched with surprise and peered up from his
task. With the Arkansas River flowing vigorously behind him, he had been so
engrossed in daubing hot tar on the thick rope that he hadn’t even heard the
two horsemen arrive. And with only one hand, he most times had to concentrate
that bit harder than most people. As they sat their saddles awaiting a
response, he urged his slow mind into action.


‘Not that I know of, mister. It just is, that’s all.’


The bearded man tipped a battered, sweat-stained hat back on
his head and sneered. ‘Is what?’


Jacob was confused. He sensed that the unexpected
conversation was already going badly, but for the life of him he couldn’t think
why. Nervously, he tried again. ‘It exists, just like it’s always done, I
guess.’


The second stranger, scrawny with a thin moustache, shook
his head in disbelief. Like his companion, he was casually chewing tobacco. As
he spoke, black juice seeped unpleasantly from the corners of his mouth. ‘What
kind of answer’s that? It’s got to have a name. Some kind of name. Otherwise
how will we know where we’ve been?’


Jacob glanced over at the substantial log cabin, hoping that
he might see John’s burly figure, but the threshold remained unhelpfully empty.
There was something about these two men that he didn’t like and he vaguely
recalled that in an earlier time he would have told them where to stick their
curiosity . . . but he had been a different man then. In fact the whole country
had been different. As it was, he didn’t know what to say and so remained
silent.


The bearded horseman felt no such constraints. ‘Where’d you
lose the arm, friend?’


Jacob placed the brush back in the tar pot and stood up. He
could feel a flush coming to his features, as he always did at the mention of
his disability. His right hand instinctively touched the empty sleeve and he
suddenly recalled everything as though it was only the day before. Reluctantly,
he replied, but in doing so supplied a little too much information. ‘I was in
Armistead’s Brigade at Gettysburg. There was a fearful amount of violence in
those three terrible days. I guess I was lucky to come out alive.’


The two men glanced darkly at each other, before the scrawny
one venomously remarked, ‘Fought under the Stars and Bars, eh. That’d make you
a Johnny Reb, boy. And you know what? I lost my brother in that battle because
he wasn’t as lucky as you. He was a true Union man through and through, until
some God damn rebel blew his head off!’


Jacob’s flesh began to crawl as he gazed up at the hostile
strangers. What was happening here? Only five minutes earlier, he hadn’t
possessed a care in the world. Yet now he was suddenly facing two troublemakers
all on his lonesome. And he suddenly noticed that they were leading two heavily
laden pack mules. That most likely meant that they were outlawed up and trading
with the Indians. Feeling the adrenalin surge through his body, he desperately
tried to keep his voice steady. ‘It was all a long time ago, mister. Best just
to let things lie.’


The lips under the thin moustache peeled back to display a
set of gritted and discoloured teeth. ‘Don’t sass me, boy,’ he snarled, as more
tobacco juice leaked through them. ‘You need to learn that sometimes there just
ain’t no forgetting!’ Even as he spoke, the scrawny individual’s right hand
drifted towards the Colt Army strapped to his waist.


With his guts beginning to churn, bile rose in Jacob’s
throat. It was thirteen years since anyone had shot at him, but the terror was
suddenly immediate. ‘Please, mister,’ he pleaded. ‘If I said something to upset
you, it weren’t meant and I’m real sorry.’


The two men merely stared fixedly at him as though he was
just some kind of insect to be crushed.


‘Are you fellas always this much fun?’ The strong voice
emanated from the cabin’s entrance and suddenly everything had changed. As
Jacob breathed a sigh of relief, the hand of his tormentor froze just short of
the revolver butt. Then, very slowly, the two men urged their animals to the
left, so as to scrutinize the speaker. What they saw gave them pause for
thought.


To their jaundiced eyes he appeared to be built like a house
side. Exceptionally tall and broad, with jet-black hair, he was leaning
casually against the building’s inner doorframe. Worryingly, his hands were out
of sight above the top rail and so could easily have been holding a weapon.
Since neither of the startled horsemen appeared to be in any all-fired hurry to
answer him, the occupant of the cabin carried on in an even, but strangely
menacing tone.


‘My name’s Taggart. John Taggart. I own this cabin, the
outbuildings and the ferry waiting over yonder. Since that’s very probably what
brings you here, I’d advise you not to provoke me.’


The two men regarded him warily. Hideout weapons were always
unpredictable. The bearded one forced a smile. ‘Hell, we ain’t looking for
trouble, friend. Just thought to bring you some ferrying business, is all.’


Taggart returned the smile, but it completely failed to
reach his eyes. ‘The crossing’ll cost you one shiny silver dollar apiece. The
horses and mules go free, on account of they don’t cuss and cause trouble like
human folks.’


The other man’s apparent good cheer fled as he digested the
cost. ‘Sweet Jesus! Two dollars! That’s daylight robbery. Most other crossing’s
are twenty cents.’


Taggart nodded. ‘Aha. You’re right on both counts. But since
anyone wanting to cross over into the Indian Territories is likely to be on the
run from something, I reckon it’s a price worth paying. Especially as this is
the only ferry along this stretch of water.’


The two strangers more or less simultaneously spat out their
plugs of tobacco and then stared hard at each other. Whatever passed between
them served its purpose, because they nodded almost imperceptibly.


‘Good for you,’ Taggart remarked brightly. ‘Now you hand
your coin over to Jacob. He’s the fella with only one arm you were visiting
with. Then just mosey on over to the ferry. I’ll be there in a moment.’ With
that, he swiftly backed off into the gloom of the interior.


The two fugitives, because that was surely what they were,
glowered at the abruptly empty threshold and then grudgingly handed over their
money.


‘You and I aren’t through yet,’ muttered the scrawny one
darkly, before urging his horse over to the timber landing stage.


Keeping his distance from them, Jacob hurried over to remove
the single pole that barred entry to the ferry. Although missing a limb, he
tucked the barrier in the crook of his arm and effortlessly slid it to one
side. The craft was well weathered, but strongly constructed and for the past six
years had been easily capable of transporting even the heavily laden wagons
that occasionally made the crossing. It had been painstakingly assembled during
the summer of 1870, using two layers of fashioned tree trunks roped together at
right angles. The deck planking had been brought by wagon all the way from a
sawmill in Wichita, a good day’s ride to the north. More rough-cut timber had
then been used to build two solid sidewalls.


A single massive rope cable stretched from bank to bank. It
was fed through a series of iron pulleys, which kept it firmly anchored to one
side of the ferry, whilst at the same time allowed the operators to haul on it.
On the northern, Kansas side, the cable was secured to a large beech tree,
whilst to the south a huge boulder had been utilized. Once across, most people
considered themselves to be in the Cherokee Nation and beyond the law’s reach,
but in fact were actually still in the United States proper.


Staying well away from the now dismounted passengers as they
led their four animals aboard, Jacob removed a single leather glove from his
pocket and using his teeth, deftly slipped it over his hand. As though
assessing their future, the two men gazed keenly over at the far bank and so
failed to observe the powerful figure of John Taggart, as he emerged from the
cabin and strode over to the waiting ferry. Under one arm he carried a short
blanket roll that seemed incongruous on such a warm summer’s day. As his heavy
footsteps sounded on the planking, his customers turned and glanced curiously
at the bundle as he placed it on the deck.


‘Day like this, I owe it to myself to stretch out under the
sun over there,’ he remarked casually and then nodded at his companion. With
practised ease, the two men soon had the craft scudding across the fast flowing
river. It was obvious to anyone who cared to watch that John was doing most of
the work. His powerful shoulders bulged under the light cotton shirt and even
with the gentle breeze beads of sweat soon formed on his face.


In spite of himself, the bearded man couldn’t help but be
impressed. ‘Seems like you could handle this all on your lonesome,’ he remarked
with a scornful glance over at Jacob.


John glanced at him with eyes that were like chips of ice,
before abruptly letting go of the cable and stalking over to his rolled
blanket. With progress noticeably slowing, the two passengers watched with
surprise, but no apparent alarm, as he reached down to retrieve something from
the folds of material. Nothing could have prepared them for the sudden
appearance of a cut down twelve-gauge shotgun, as John retracted both hammers
and pointed the gaping muzzles directly at them. Even the stock had been
removed; leaving just a stubby grip that seemed somehow to emphasize the
weapon’s lethal nature.


‘The cartridges in this crowd pleaser are my own loads,’ he
conversationally announced. ‘They’re full of rusting off cuts from back when we
built the cabin. If they don’t kill you straight away, they’ll sure as hell
infect the wound.’


It was the scrawny individual who recovered first. ‘Sweet
Jesus, mister. We done paid the fare. Ask him. He’ll tell you.’


‘This ain’t about money, you son of a bitch. I’m no road
agent. Jacob is my friend. He saved my life in that same war you were jawing
about. You treated him like shit and now you’re going to pay.’


The other man’s eyes widened like saucers. ‘For Christ’s
sake, we didn’t mean anything by it. We were just funning, is all.’


‘Well he didn’t look amused to me.’ John’s voice momentarily
softened. ‘Were you, Jacob?’


His friend appeared dumbstruck at the turn of events and
merely shook his head silently.


John’s eyes bored into his two prisoners. ‘And if you slack
jawed faggots had had any schooling, you’d know that the Mason–Dixon Line is a
good piece to the north and east of here, which means that most anybody living
around these parts are likely to have supported the Confederacy. So what you’re
going to do,’ the big man continued remorselessly, ‘Is unbuckle those gun belts
and then toss them and all your shooting irons overboard. That way you won’t be
threatening any more innocent folks for a while.’


The two seedy looking outlaws were horrified. ‘You can’t
send us down into the Territories without any firearms. We’ve got business to
attend to with some real touchy folks. We’ll end up dead as a wagon tyre.’


John’s grim expression offered them not so much as a crumb
of comfort. ‘Maybe you will and maybe you won’t, but you should have thought
about that before picking on my friend. Now do it or get to dying!’


The men’s features registered bitter loathing, but they knew
better than to argue with a levelled sawn-off. Slowly and very reluctantly they
pitched their weapons into the Arkansas River. First went the holster guns and
then the rifles. Their weight ensured that they would sink straight to the
bottom.


‘You can keep your knives for whittling and such,’ John
remarked, ‘But I’ll be having the hide-outs.’


Their expressions darkened even more, as the contents of two
shoulder holsters were surrendered to the water. Only then did their persecutor
nod to Jacob. ‘You can ease us into the bank now and then these gentlemen can
be on their way. I reckon this is one ride they won’t forget in a hurry.’


Moments later, the two men were leading their horses and
mules off the ferry. Once mounted and on the move, their courage rapidly
returned. ‘You’ll pay for this in spades, you bastards,’ snarled the smaller of
the two. ‘Just see if you don’t. We’ll be back here one day, when you least
expect it.’


John carefully lowered the hammers on his shotgun. ‘I’ll
look forward to it,’ he hollered back. ‘We’re always open for business. And
just so as you know, this place is called Taggart’s Crossing.’


‘I never knew that,’ Jacob innocently remarked, no longer
tongue tied now that the outlaws had departed.


‘Well then, it just goes to show that you learn something
everyday,’ John replied with a broad smile. ‘And what those fellows learned is
that nobody messes with John Taggart.’










Chapter
Three


 


‘How do you know they’ll chase us?’


Russ Decker sighed impatiently. A big, bluff individual, he
possessed a sharp mind and did not suffer fools gladly. He well knew that not
all the members of his gang were playing with a full deck, but he endured their
presence because someone had to make up the numbers.


‘Because this town’s booming,’ he quickly responded. ‘Just
like any cowtown situated on a railhead. It’s awash with money. Which means the
banks have lots of cash in them and the good citizens ain’t going to like us
taking it. That’s why I’ve got a plan for afterwards.’


‘Aren’t you going to tell us?’ whined the third man.


‘No, Brett. I ain’t,’ Decker responded emphatically.
‘Because if I told you everything up front, you’d get to thinking you didn’t
need me anymore. But you’d be sorely wrong!’


The three horsemen had just crossed over the tracks of the
Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad, at the point where the well used rails
swept into the northern end of town. Stockyards full of lowing beasts dominated
the area, reinforcing that fact that this was definitely cattle country.
Wichita, Kansas was the county seat of Sedgwick County and a substantial
settlement. It possessed a fine red brick courthouse, a United States Land
Office and various newspaper offices. The buildings had an air of permanence
about them, with a good many being built from brick and native limestone. All
of this hinted at affluence and such circumstances would always attract
undesirables. Which, of course, was exactly what the newcomers were.


The men deliberately maintained an unhurried pace, as they made
their way onto the start of Santa Fe Street. They all wore duster coats, which
had once been white but were now yellowed by age and usage. The warm dry
weather ensured that they were uncomfortable, but the coats concealed an
unusual amount of weaponry carried by supposedly innocent visitors. Split up
the back to hip level for use on horseback, they also enabled the wearer to
draw a holstered weapon with ease.


As they plodded along, Decker suddenly favoured an ancient
citizen with a beaming smile. The old man was passing time on a porch stoop and
had no inkling that the affable greeting was actually a display of relief. The
lead horseman had just spotted three more men wearing identical garb, who had
just come into view at the far end of the long thoroughfare. In his heart, he
had known that Lansing wouldn’t mess up, but there was always a first time for
everything.


‘Remember,’ he ordered softly. ‘You two hitch your animals
opposite the bank and make out you’re having trouble with a cinch or something.
No shooting unless someone else starts it. I want dollars, not deaths!’


His two companions grunted. They were going on a bank
robbery, not a church social. If anyone got in their way, there would have to
be some blood spilt and from past experience, their boss was more than willing
to take a life.


Down the street, Mark Lansing had just given similar
instructions to his men, but he was pragmatic enough to recognize that in the
heat of the moment things could simply just happen. Lean and angular, with
sideburns and a luxuriant moustache, he was in effect Decker’s right-hand-man
and no stranger to bloody violence. But that didn’t mean he took any pleasure
in it. In fact, of late, his enthusiasm for life on the dodge had waned
considerably. The years of hard living were weighing heavily on him and he was
feeling distinctly world-weary.


The two groups finally reined in at staggered intervals
opposite the Farmers’ and Merchants’ Bank; two men directly outside and four at
the far side of the wide dirt street. The bank’s premises were in an imposing
two-storey structure built of red brick. To the eager eyes of the new arrivals
it held a great deal of promise.


Decker and Lansing nodded genially at each other, as though
they were associates meeting to conduct business. Next they glanced seemingly
casually around, checking rooftops and shop fronts for any sign of ambush.
Wichita’s citizens appeared to be going about their daily lives without any
apparent concern, but Decker was keen to get off the street. He was well aware
that sooner or later, six men in identical duster coats would attract
attention.


‘Let’s get this done,’ he remarked and headed for the
entrance. His left hand, inserted into a non-existent coat pocket, clutched the
fore stock of a sawn-off shotgun.


The two men, spurs clinking noisily, strode across the
timbered sidewalk and through the open double doors. Conveniently, there was
only one other customer in the place. Wearing an apron and exchanging notes for
coins, he was obviously a storekeeper of some kind.


The interior was spacious and inviting. Varnished
floorboards gleamed like the highly polished counter, which effectively split
the ground floor into two halves. The counter was roughly waist-high, but above
it a wire mesh structure reached up another three feet. This made for some
imposing height, but had little chance of stopping a bullet. An access door,
for those clients who warranted greater attention, was situated to the side of
the teller positions. Beyond those lay various desks manned by men in store-bought
suits. Up against the back wall stood the largest iron safe that either of them
had ever seen. With only one visible armed guard, it was going to be like
taking candy from a baby.


That individual, large and capable looking, was leaning
against the right hand wall with a Winchester cradled in the crook of his left
arm. As the two travel-stained customers clanked into the room, he scrutinized
them carefully. They were obviously from out of town and that in itself made
them worth a second look. Unfortunately for the bank employee, he was just one
man unknowingly confronted by a pair of hardened professionals.


Decker nodded to his accomplice and then made directly for
the nearest teller. Lansing veered off to the right, ostensibly to fill out a
deposit slip on one of the tables near the guard. Decker’s right hand slipped
inside his open coat and that action was enough to abruptly claim all the
sentinel’s attention. Instinctively pulling clear of the wall, that man
unwittingly left himself open and the other bank robber took full advantage.


Lansing’s hand deftly slipped through the rear slit of his
duster, seized the Remington around its cylinder and with a sweeping motion
brought the butt crashing down onto an unprotected skull. With a shuddering
sigh, the luckless guard toppled to the floor and lay still. Even as he did so,
Decker drew his own revolver and pointed it directly at the startled face of
the nearest teller. He kept his voice low, but it positively dripped menace.


‘Unless you want your brains all over this shiny counter,
keep your hands in sight and open the God damn door!’


Simultaneously, Lansing cocked and pointed his weapon at the
storekeeper and barked out, ‘Get on the floor and sit on your hands, now!’


Eyes wide with shock, the man did exactly that and the bank
employee hesitated for only a moment before following Decker’s instructions. As
the bolt slid back, the outlaw stepped onto the bank’s hallowed ground and
gazed around at the horrified staff. There appeared to be some kind of manager
clad in a sharp suit and three tellers, all apparently unarmed.


‘Let’s make this easy,’ the gunman growled. ‘I only want the
bank’s money, not yours. So none of this is worth dying for.’ He glanced round
as two of his gang entered the premises carrying canvas bags. ‘Empty the cash
drawers first,’ he barked out. ‘Paper money only.’


As the men complied, he holstered his revolver and replaced
it with the sawn-off shotgun from under his coat. The portly manager’s eyes
boggled, as the gaping muzzles swung over to cover him. ‘Please don’t hurt me!’
he gasped out.


Decker favoured him with a cold smile. ‘Just open the safe,’
he commanded.


The other man visibly trembled with fear and words came in a
flood. ‘I can’t. I haven’t got a key. Only the president, Mister A.W. Clark has
one and he’s out of town. We’ve been robbed before, so we normally only keep
enough cash in the drawers for the one day. Because he’s away for a few days,
there’s a lot more than usual under the counter, so you’re in luck. Please,
mister. Don’t shoot. It’s the God’s honest truth. I wasn’t raised to lie!’


Decker stared at him long and hard. He came to a decision
just as one of his men snarled, ‘The son of a bitch is lying, boss. Blow one of
his fingers off. That’ll get the safe open quick enough.’


The outlaw leader shook his head dismissively. ‘Nah, I
reckon he’s telling the truth. You ought to try it sometime.’


That short exchange resulted in an unexpected bonus. The
manager’s relief was plain to see. Completely overcome, he uttered a massive sigh
and without warning his legs gave way. As he collapsed to the floor, the poor
man pointed at a dull green strongbox half hidden under the counter. ‘I haven’t
got the key for that either, but just take it and go!’


Decker’s eyes lit up with pure avarice. He recognised a
Wells Fargo cashbox when he saw one. The ubiquitous freight company used them
to transfer valuables from town to town by stagecoach. The padlock on this one
was massive. It would require a blacksmith’s tools to remove it. Moving fast,
he seized the box with one hand. He grunted with the effort required to lift it
and then smiled broadly. There was an awful lot of something inside. His men
had cleared the drawers. It was time to leave. ‘Let’s get the hell out of
here,’ he barked. With that, the three of them swept through the door in the
counter and it was about then that everything started to unravel.


Lansing glanced dubiously at the strongbox. He too knew whom
it belonged to. ‘For God’s sake, Russ. That thing’ll be more trouble than a
sack full of rattlesnakes. Dump it and let’s go!’


Decker shook his head stubbornly. ‘I believe in money, not
God. You know that. Besides, this thing is heavy. Real heavy! Which means our
luck has changed and since our bullets won’t break that shackle, it’s coming
with us.’


At that moment, a customer with cash to deposit appeared in
the doorway. He was a hard-bitten ex-army type, who immediately recognized
trouble and thought he could handle it. No ‘saddle tramps’ were going to take
his money. By reaching for the gun at his waist, he left the outlaws no option.


Josh, the gang member who had been so keen to spill some
blood, fired first, followed swiftly by Mark Lansing. With two bullets lodged
in his chest, the new arrival staggered back onto the boardwalk and reflexively
discharged his revolver into the timber. He was dead before he hit the ground
and lay there wreathed in smoke, blood soaking into his jacket. With one man
slain, the outlaws recognized that it no longer mattered how many more died in
Wichita. Their own survival was now the only concern.


The sudden outbreak of bloody violence galvanized all six
bank robbers into action. The two on the far side of the street quickly mounted
up and drew their weapons. They knew that the best way to get out of town alive
was to intimidate the citizens by a show of force. Accordingly, they urged
their horses into motion and began shooting at windows and into the air.
Screams joined the deafening crash of firearms and shattering glass, as the
townsfolk desperately rushed to get off the street without being either shot or
trampled.


Town Marshal Todd Turner’s substantial frame was comfortably
settled in his usual chair at the barber’s. He was a man whose responsibilities
of office weighed lightly upon him. A creature of habit, he always arrived for
his morning shave at the same time. The white lather had just nicely coated his
stubble when the first shots rang out.


‘Aw hell,’ he complained. ‘Why did someone have to go and do
that?’


Then the firing started in earnest and he was out of his
chair and heading for the door. The lawman yanked it open just as one of the
duster clad riders galloped past. A heavy bullet smashed into the doorframe
next to his head, sending a wicked splinter slicing into his left cheek.
Howling with pain, he leapt back into the shop and slammed the door shut. His
revolver had not even left its holster and he was already out of the fight.
Locking up drunken trailhands at one dollar each arrest was one thing, but a
deadly shooting match entirely another.


As Santa Fe Street cleared of traffic, Decker yelled at his
friend and sidekick. ‘Help me rope this damn thing to the saddle.’


The horses, stirred up by the shooting, were tugging against
their tethered reins. The two mounted outlaws were careering about the dirt
street, screaming abuse and firing indiscriminately. And yet, in spite of the
urgency, Lansing held off. ‘No good will come of taking it.’ He gestured behind
him. ‘That’s just one bank amongst many, but this box represents so much more.
Take my advice and leave it, or we’ll have all kinds of law after us!’


Decker again shook his head obstinately. ‘Let them come.
It’s a big country. Don’t you understand? We did good in there, but with this
we’ll do better.’


Across the street, a shot rang out and this time it wasn’t
from one of his men. The town was starting to fight back. Another gun fired and
a piece of the hitching rail disintegrated. Someone had got up onto a rooftop.


Decker began to get well and truly angry. ‘For Christ’s
sake, Mark, are you with me or agin me?’


Lansing stared hard at him for a moment. Then one of their
men cried out, ‘Shit in a bucket, fellas. We’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest.
Let’s move ass,’ and against his better judgment he grabbed the coil of rope
from his saddle and helped his boss to secure the strongbox. It would very
likely slow them down, but the die was cast and there was no going back. Just
at that moment, as though emphasizing the fact, a vastly more potent rifle
opened up.


The bank robbers could not possibly have foreseen it, but
there was another lawman in Wichita that day and he had far more on his mind
than just a close shave. Deputy United States Marshal Sam Torrance had a wanted
man locked up in the town jail. He was intending to leave very shortly to
deliver him to Judge Parker’s Federal Court in Fort Smith. When the first shot
rang out, the seasoned enforcer was draining his second cup of coffee in
McCready’s Eating House. Well accustomed to the harsher aspects of upholding
the law, he reached for the Winchester Model 1876 rifle that he habitually
carried and strode to the door.


Pounding hoofs and rapid gunfire supplied broad hints as to
just what was afoot and the marshal was not a man to take unnecessary risks.
Dropping onto his haunches, he levered up a powerful .45-.75 cartridge and
carefully eased open the door. Out on the street there was mayhem, with men,
women and children desperately running for cover to escape two rampaging gunmen
in grubby duster coats. Four more of them were clustered over by the bank, apparently
resolving some heated dispute. To the marshal’s logical mind, it seemed a hell
of a place for an argument, but then there was just no accounting for some
folk’s behaviour. Although sporadic shots rang out from the surrounding
buildings, it was obvious that the town needed professional help.


Instinctively aiming for a large target, Torrance rapidly
drew a bead on the nearest marauder’s horse and fired. No one with his
experience could have missed at such range and sure enough the unfortunate
creature slewed sideways and crashed to the ground. Its rider, a vicious
individual named Huey Soble, just managed to throw himself clear and
athletically turned a bad fall into a controlled roll. Getting to his feet with
surprising ease, the outlaw found that entirely by chance he was facing the
eating house rather than his comrades. The lawman smiled grimly at what had
surely been a waste of effort on his victim’s part and smoothly worked the
lever action. Again he took aim, but this time at human prey.


Even as his man ‘bit the dust’ to the sound of a much deeper
discharge, Russ Decker recognized that the situation had abruptly changed. In
that brief moment he saw it all. Only two kinds of men used such a powerful
weapon, either buffalo hunters or man hunters. Odds on, they now had a
proficient ‘law dog’ to contend with. Rapidly scanning the surrounding
buildings, he spotted a rifle barrel poking through the threshold of McCready’s
diagonally down the street. Quickly levelling his own shotgun, the outlaw
leader squeezed both triggers a mere split-second before their opponent fired.


With a sawn-off only really deadly at close range, the
contents of the two twelve gauge cartridges acted as more of a deterrent. As
the barrage of pellets spattered the front of the eating-house, only one
actually struck Marshal Torrance, but that was enough to affect his aim. The
small piece of lead tore through the left sleeve of his linen shirt, creating a
minor flesh wound in his upper arm. The shock was enough to jerk the Winchester’s
barrel to the right at the very instant that he fired.


Soble, disorientated from the fall, had only just got to his
feet when the bullet smashed into his left shoulder and sent him reeling
backwards into the dust. This time it took him far longer to get up and when he
did fresh blood stained his long coat.


All the other men were now mounted and Decker bellowed at
the one with the strongest animal. ‘Nobody gets left behind. Huey can ride
double with you until we steal another horse.’


As the powerfully mounted man raced off to comply, his
cronies fired at anything that moved. The citizen on the roof showed himself
once too often and Lansing shot him dead centre, bringing the unfortunate
tumbling down to the sidewalk with bone-breaking force. Then all the raiders,
including Soble, were in the saddle and without any further hindrance they
galloped off, heading south. At Decker’s insistence, they made one brief stop
at the blacksmith’s forge just inside the town’s limits, to relieve the angry
tradesman of a large hammer. Then they were off again, six fugitives with blood
on their hands.


An eerie silence fell on Santa Fe Street, disturbed only by
the pitiful whinnying of the mortally-wounded horse. As the small clouds of gun
smoke gradually dispersed, so the people of Wichita cautiously reappeared. Sam
Torrance hated unnecessary suffering and so resolutely approached the stricken
beast. Carefully aiming his rifle at its head, he squeezed the trigger. As the
loud report crashed out, there was momentary alarm that brought a cynical smile
to the lawman’s weathered face.


The Decker gang’s raid on the Farmers’ and Merchants’ Bank
had resulted in the deaths of at least two men and a great deal of broken
glass. There had been robberies before, but this one had been bloodier than
most. Another feature set this robbery apart – the Wells Fargo box; this
contained US Mail, which meant that federal law had been broken. Like it or
not, Marshal Torrance now had another duty to perform.










Chapter
Four


 


‘So what are your intentions?’


Sam Torrance favoured Turner with a sidelong glance. He was
not about to discuss his plans with some lily-livered town marshal. For all he
knew the man might actually have been in on the raid and was now trading on the
flesh wound to look good in front of the townspeople. Consequently he merely
pointed dismissively towards the prisoner languishing in one of the jail’s
three cells.


‘I’m charged with delivering that sack of shit to Fort
Smith, so that’s what I’m going to do. If I should happen to trip over a gang
of bank robbers on the way, then I’ll arrest them, but it seems unlikely.
They’ll be hotfooting it south to the Indian Territories, whereas I’m heading
east.’


There was a grating whine from the sour-looking character
behind bars. ‘Aw, you shouldn’t ought to talk about me like that, marshal. I’ve
got feelings too.’


Torrance looked scathingly over at him. ‘Yeah and so had
those young girls you kidnapped and sold on, you piss-streaked pile of puke!’


Marshal Turner’s eyes widened at the sharp exchange. He would
be damn glad to get both men off his premises. He was used to a quiet life and
the presence of the federal officer uncomfortably reminded him of just how the
law was supposed to be enforced.


‘So you’ll likely be leaving us soon,’ he remarked hopefully.


The US Marshal chuckled mirthlessly. ‘Right this very
minute, actually. That way you’ll be able to get on with raising a posse of
your own, without my interference.’ As Wichita’s lawman coloured with
embarrassment, he added, ‘And if that wound should happen to slow you down, I
wouldn’t worry overmuch. After what’s happened here, you can bet your bottom
dollar that the Pinkertons will be swarming all over this place mighty soon.’


 


It wasn’t until later that afternoon that Jonas Bills
realized he had been listening to a load of hogwash. ‘Hey, we ain’t travelling
east at all. You was just joshing with that Wichita law-dog.’


Marshal Torrance reluctantly switched his gaze from the
terrain ahead and regarded his diminutive prisoner disdainfully. The man was
riding along next to him, his right hand manacled to the saddle horn. ‘You’re a
pretty smart cuss for a felon. Working all that out on your lonesome.’


Bills possessed brutalized features and mean eyes which were
currently fixed on those of his captor. Completely missing the sarcasm, he
continued airing his train of thought. ‘Which means you’re really going after
that gang. And if they put up a fight, I’m just as likely to catch a bullet as
you, which sure ain’t my idea of justice!’


Torrance scoffed at his captive’s concern. ‘You should have
thought of that before doing your bad deeds. As for me, I don’t aim to stumble
in too close. One of them has already given me a flesh wound with his God
damned sawn-off.’ Patting the stock of his Winchester, he continued, ‘This fine
rifle can soften them up a bit first. Make them see the error of their ways. I
reckon I know where they’re headed and a day’s ride should prove me right . . .
or wrong. Either way, where I go, you go and that’s just the way it is.’


Bills’ eyes narrowed as he digested that. ‘And where might
that be?’


The lawman pondered a moment, before deciding that there
could be no harm in disclosing their immediate destination. ‘A ferry crossing
on the Arkansas River. If those sons of bitches are heading for the Indian
Territories, which I believe they are, then they have to use it. It’s the only
one for miles around. Now shut your mouth. I’m done talking!’


Bills muttered something unintelligible before sinking into,
what was for him, deep thought. It occurred to him, as they made their way
southwards across the rolling grasslands of the Great Plains that this
unexpected detour might just pan out to his advantage. The marshal’s
pre-occupation with bank robbers could be that lawman’s undoing – Jonas Bills
wasn’t someone you turned your back on. One thing was for sure; the kidnapper
and murderer had no intention whatsoever of dangling from Judge Parker’s noose!


 


‘Where the hell are you taking us, boss?’ Huey Soble
demanded bitterly. He was hurting bad and in no mood for lengthy excursions.
‘If we carry on like this, we’ll be in God damned Missouri afore long!’


Russ Decker glanced darkly over at his minion, but decided
to make allowances. Although the wounded man was swaying theatrically in his
saddle, he was undoubtedly in a lot of pain. In spite of the makeshift bandage,
his shirt was soaked with blood and the man riding double with him was in no
itching hurry to hold him close.


‘Just you hush now, Huey,’ he said softly. ‘What with being
a horse short and toting this box, we can’t outrun whoever’s after us. So I’ve
taken us off to the east a ways. Any posse will expect us to head straight for
the river crossing and then hide up in the Indian Nations. Which means they’ll
end up chasing a non-existent trail until they get bored and go home.’


The six men had ridden up into the hill country to the south
east of Wichita, where the plains finally petered out. It was rough ground. Any
pursuers would be unlikely to follow them without the help of an Indian
tracker. And yet they couldn’t stay there forever. The only relatively safe
haven was in the Indian Territories, where there were no white settlements.


Mark Lansing glanced over at a small grove of trees. ‘I
reckon that’ll serve, Russ. Nobody will see us at a distance in there. We can
get the bullet out of his shoulder and open up that damn box. Whatever’s in
there will be a lot easier to carry, if it’s spread across the six of us . . .
Don’t you think?’ He knew from old that it was better to offer his boss the
illusion that he had come up with any idea.


Decker considered the natural canopy. The shade did look
inviting and he was undeniably curious as to the contents of the green Wells
Fargo box. And Soble’s groaning was getting on his nerves. ‘We’ll camp in those
trees,’ he announced decisively. ‘Get a fire going. A small one mind and no
leaves.’ His eyes met those of his subordinate. ‘You’d better be the one to get
that ball out. Your hand is plenty steady and you’ve done it before.’


Lansing regarded him ruefully. ‘Thanks, boss. You’re all
heart.’


With the horses tethered and an almost smokeless fire
burning, Decker left his men to it. They all knew well enough the basics of
campfire surgery and he was now consumed by greedy anticipation. Even as Soble
was placed none too gently down next to the fire, the gang leader unfastened
the rope binding around the strongbox and lowered it to the ground. It sure was
a heavy son of a bitch!


Whilst Lansing cut away the blood-soaked shirt, his boss
firmly grasped the stolen hammer. Soble had already consumed close on a pint of
cheap whiskey, but as a leather knife scabbard was placed between his teeth, he
still knew full well what was to come. As the knife point approached the
throbbing and very tender wound, the terrified outlaw’s eyes were wide with
fear.


A massive blow struck the padlock and Lansing jerked with
surprise. ‘God damn it, Russ. I nearly took his ear off then.’


Decker affected little concern. ‘Pretend you’re a
battlefield surgeon. They had to put up with all sorts of distractions.’ With
that, he unleashed another tremendous clout that brought sparks flying. His men
were torn between their duty to a comrade and instinctive avarice.


‘Hold him steady, damn you,’ Lansing barked testily. With
that, he eased his blade into the torn flesh and probed gingerly for the lead
bullet. With sweat poring from his brow, Soble went rigid and moaned pitifully.
The tendons stood out on his neck, as he bit into the tough leather. Another
crash came from the strongbox, but this time the amateur sawbones was ready for
it. With desperate concentration, he penetrated ever deeper into the bloody
wound, until suddenly he came upon an obstruction that definitely wasn’t bone.


‘Found it,’ Lansing announced to the accompaniment of yet
another metallic crack.


‘Shit in a bucket!’ Decker exclaimed. ‘Who forged this poxy
thing? We should have taken the blacksmith as well as his hammer.’


Completely ignoring him, his deputy snapped at the three
onlookers. ‘This is going to test Huey badly. One of you get on his legs. The
other two on his arms. Quickly now.’


Once they’d complied, he angled the blade slightly and
applied pressure against the flesh’s suction. Soble’s moans intensified and he
struggled ever more violently. Then, with a great cry of satisfaction, Lansing
held up the rifle bullet with his bloodied fingers for all to see, but he
wasn’t to keep his audience for long. At that very moment, Decker let rip with
a tremendous blow and the shackle finally surrendered to his determined
assault. With the padlock in pieces on the grass, he yanked open the lid and
peered eagerly inside.


Lansing abruptly found himself alone with his suffering
patient, but had one more unpleasant duty to perform. Surreptitiously, he
pulled the cork out of Soble’s whiskey bottle and took a quick swig. Then,
without any warning, he poured the remains of the fiery liquid over the livid
wound and leapt back out of range. Without anyone to restrain him, the
anguished outlaw flailed around like a berserker. Even then, his pathetic
antics merited only a casual glance from his cronies, because their attention
was most definitely elsewhere.


Decker pawed eagerly through the contents of the strongbox.
The wads of paper money were a positive, the packets of US Mail less so. He
well knew that the theft of them might attract the unwelcome attention of
federal marshals. Then he hefted an innocuous looking, thick canvas bag and his
eyes lit up. Whatever was in it had definitely contributed to the weight.
Excitedly, he cut through the draw cord at the neck and upended the bag. Its
dazzling contents spilled out into the box.


‘Sweet Jesus,’ he exclaimed. ‘Will you look at that?’


Four pairs of feverish eyes stared at the pile of freshly
minted, gleaming gold Double Eagles.


Ed Teach could feel his hackles rising yet again. Baxter’s
incessant whining and bellyaching was fast becoming intolerable. This was their
third day on the narrow keelboat, surrounded by the seemingly limitless Great
Plains and the enforced idleness was beginning to tell on them. Running at
speed with the current, required that one man be permanently vigilant whilst
steering the heavily laden craft, but the other three had absolutely nothing to
occupy them. Doubts about Teach’s ‘grand plan’ had begun to creep in, made
worse by the fact that their volatile boss didn’t have any answers to their
questions and the novelty of being river pirates had long since worn off.


‘All I’m saying,’ Baxter droned on, ‘Is I don’t see how
we’re going to sell great lumps of silver ore in the Indian Territories. Who
the hell’s going to pay cash money for them?’


Such a depressing thought had already occurred to Teach, so
his being reminded of it didn’t help any. He had chosen to steer for a while,
but was now regretting that decision. The necessity to grip the steering oar
prevented him from seizing Baxter by the throat.


‘Why didn’t we steal it after it had been refined,’ that man
continued, seemingly oblivious to his leader’s rising anger. ‘Now that would
have made sense, ’cause we could have forged coins or some such out of it. With
proper cash money we could buy some real sipping whiskey, like they drink back
east an’ not the moose piss that we usually have to swig!’


Two completely unconnected things happened then. Up in the
‘sharp’ end, Naylor yelled back, ‘There’s a big town up ahead on the left bank,
boss. Why not pull in and get some vittles?’


At the exact same moment, Ed Teach, always on a short fuse,
abruptly lost all self-control. Oblivious to the approaching settlement, he
recklessly cast the steering oar aside and surged down the outer wall of the
enclosed cabin. His target was the suddenly speechless Baxter, who had been
idly watching the grassland pass by as he rambled on. Out of control, the
keelboat veered sharply towards the riverbank and threw the almost incandescent
outlaw boss into the central structure with stunning force.


‘Sweet Jesus!’ Rio exclaimed. ‘You’ll kill us all.’ So
saying, he agilely raced around the other side of the cabin towards the stern.
At the same time, Naylor hefted a pole in his hands, ready to make a vain
attempt at fending off the rapidly approaching shore. If nothing else, his
swift reaction proved that he had learned something on the voyage.


As Teach got his breath back, Baxter scurried away across
the decking. He knew all too well what the huge, unkempt man was capable of and
genuinely feared for his life. Realizing that he couldn’t elude those huge paws
forever, he even contemplated leaping into the Arkansas.


It was the ever-resourceful knife-fighter who saved the boat
from certain destruction. Grabbing the steering pole, he heaved his end sharply
over to the left and so ensured that the sharp angle came off their approach.
Naylor gamely pushed against the solid timber jetty, but even so the keelboat
smacked into it with a resounding thump. Following their rapid getaway from
Canon City, they had discovered that only enough rope had been retained to tie
up at the stern. As Rio leapt ashore to do just that, Baxter did the same up at
the bow – except that Baxter’s sole intention was to escape Teach’s clutches.


It was only after the craft had been relatively safely moored
that anyone took the trouble to really look around. And what they saw took
their breath away. The grassland surrounding the settlement appeared to be
covered by cows, or more precisely, Texas Longhorns. Trail hands were surging
around the herd, or herds, directing the flow towards huge cattle pens and
corrals. There could be no doubt that the silver thieves had arrived smack in
the heart of cattle country.


A number of idlers and gawkers, some of them fishing off the
jetty, regarded the new arrivals curiously. Four men seemed a very small crew
for such a long vessel.


‘Where the hell are we?’ Teach muttered, still angry that
Baxter had temporarily evaded his clutches.


One of the locals sniggered and pointed to a sign that had
been haphazardly hammered into the ground next to the landing stage.


 


Welcome To Dodge City


No Firearms Allowed


Within The City Limits


 


‘Hope you fellas like beef,’ he remarked. ‘It’s pretty much
all you’ll get to eat around here. That and beans. We never seem run out of
Goddamn beans!’


It was then that Baxter spotted a far more important feature
of the frontier town. The main north-south thoroughfare was bisected by
railroad tracks that came to an end just west of the settlement. ‘We’ve fetched
up slap bang next to a railhead,’ he exulted, before adding far more quietly.
‘All we need do is find a buyer. What say you, fellas?’


Teach stared at him, all enmity suddenly forgotten. ‘What I
say, Barf, is that it’s past time that you visited a bathhouse. And if we do
things right in this here Dodge City, you’ll get that chance.’


It was Rio who displayed the least enthusiasm. ‘I’ve never
liked towns much, so I reckon I’ll stay here and mind the store. There’s only
one rope holding this boat in place and in any case we can’t just up and leave
it without a guard.’


Teach had no problem with any of that. All his thoughts were
now focused on possible opportunities in the cow town. ‘That’s hunky-dory with
me. We’ll be back before you know it with the cargo sold and our boots full of
greenbacks. We might even bring you a drink!’


Rio stared at the departing trio and shook his head
despairingly. Not for the first time he wondered just why he had ever joined up
with them. After taking a good look around the mooring and its apparently
harmless occupants, he settled down at the rear of the boat. Pretty soon the
rocking motion combined with the warm sunshine to send him sound asleep.


The sun had long passed its zenith when the negligent sentry
abruptly jerked awake. For a deliciously brief moment he had absolutely no idea
where he was. Then a familiar bellow intruded and he was back to reality with a
jolt. Rio’s three cronies were frantically running towards the river, their
extreme speed motivated by the need for self-preservation. Behind them,
streaming out of Dodge City’s bustling centre was an all too familiar angry
mob.


‘Oh, not again,’ he sighed and clambered shakily to his
feet.


‘Cut the damn rope,’ Teach hollered breathlessly. He tried
to add something else, but his words were drowned out by gunfire as various
citizens took wild shots at the fleeing men.


Realizing that they would never be able to tie up again, if
he complied, Rio kept his Bowie sheathed and instead leapt onto the jetty.
Working frenetically on the rope, he managed to prise it loose so that only a
loop around the post held the boat in place; once the others got aboard he
would need to move fast.


The dirt thoroughfare known as Front Street was flanked to
within a few yards of the mooring by timber buildings and so the three
fugitives had had a gleeful and rowdy audience all the way. But the haphazard
pursuit was about to turn deadly serious. A huge barrel of a man sporting a
luxurious moustache and weighing in excess of three hundred pounds soon decided
that running was both exhausting and unnecessary. As city marshal, he was well
within his rights to use the revolver strapped to his ample girth.


Coming to a grinding halt, the ‘man mountain’ stood
patiently for a few moments to get control of his ragged breathing. Then,
drawing and cocking an immaculately maintained Remington, he very deliberately
took aim at the largest of the fleeing men. As the lawman’s weapon discharged
with a satisfying crash, Ed Teach suddenly felt tearing agony in his left ear.
It was as though a red-hot poker had been plunged into it and the shock nearly
brought him to earth. With the keelboat now only feet away, he made a last
ditch effort and surged towards it.


‘Huh, must be pulling to the left a little,’ grunted City
Marshal Larry Deger as he again readied his weapon.


Finally, the outlaw boss reached the landing stage and threw
himself bodily over the gunwale. His two cronies were close behind and the
second that they were on board, Rio unfurled the rope and leapt into the stern.
They weren’t a moment too soon. Even as he heaved on the steering oar, another
well-aimed shot rang out and splinters flew off the boat’s transom.


As the Arkansas’ current carried the poleboat away from
Dodge City, Teach angrily peered over the side. Blood poured from his mangled
flesh and his savage mood wasn’t improved by the sight of one of the
inhabitants cupping a hand over his left ear.


‘Don’t look like you’ll be ’earing from Larry again,’ a
raucous voice yelled out, to the sound of much appreciative laughter on the
riverbank. The hilarity followed the boat until they were finally out of sight.


‘What the hell happened back there,’ Rio enquired curiously.
Even for men of their ilk, his companions had managed to stir up a veritable
hornet’s nest in a town where they were supposedly unknown. And it hadn’t
escaped his notice that Baxter had impressive bruising around his left eye.


It was some time before anyone replied. Teach was occupied
with hanging over the side, scooping cool water up onto his throbbing wound.
Baxter was casting increasingly nervous glances in his direction and as usual
Naylor was content to let someone else do the talking. Only after their
blood-soaked leader had flopped down onto the decking did Rio get some kind of
answer.


‘What the hell didn’t happen?’ came the sour response.
Licking his lips, Teach favoured Baxter with a particularly malicious stare.
‘We fetched up in a saloon called The Long Branch. It seemed like a good place
to start. I bought a few drinks and got to talking with some fellas about our
interesting cargo.’


Rio groaned inwardly. He could almost see the débâcle
unfolding.


‘Anyhow,’ Teach continued. ‘Barf here couldn’t keep his eye
on the mark. Took a fancy to a short whore name of Rowdy Kate. Afore long, she
led him upstairs to tend to business. Only problem was, this knucklehead didn’t
have the special price she’d offered, but that didn’t come out ’til afterwards.
So what does he do? The silly bastard only goes and hits her!’


‘She pulled a blade on me,’ Baxter protested.


‘Only after you’d tried to stove her head in,’ Teach
retorted. ‘And she certainly lived up to her nickname, because then all hell
broke loose. Turns out her regular customer just happened to be the city
marshal. A huge son of a bitch, name of Deger. And you know what? He only comes
after the two of us as well.’


Immediately comprehending the reason, Rio shook his head.
‘Because you hadn’t checked in your shooting irons.’


Teach glowered at him briefly, before returning his
malevolent attention to Baxter. ‘Before we knew it, that law-dog had deputized
everyone in the room and we had to run for our lives. And I’ve lost half an
ear, all because you couldn’t keep it in your pants!’


Baxter regarded him warily. The keelboat was well away from
either bank. There was no escape. ‘It weren’t my fault, boss,’ he whined. ‘I’d
give anything for you not to have got hurt.’


‘It might just come to that,’ Teach remarked darkly, before
abruptly looking away. ‘Naylor, get over here and put some stitches in this,
before I God damn bleed to death!’


That man sighed, but did as instructed and for the first
time since their close escape actually offered an observation. ‘And Barf never
did make it to a bath-house. How that bitch could touch his pecker is beyond
me!’










Chapter
Five


 


‘I want those bastards caught. Every last one of them, you
hear?’ Bank President A.W. Clark almost shouted the words.


It was the morning after the robbery in Wichita. He had
arrived back from Kansas City at the urgent behest of his manager and to his
jaundiced eyes, little seemed to have been done. The only plus point was the
arrival of an employee of the Pinkerton Detective Agency. Ben Exley was his
name and it was he who had been on the receiving end of the strident demand. A
smooth-shaven city slicker in a store bought suit, he was well used to dealing
with aggrieved clients.


‘What about the city marshal?’ he enquired. ‘Did he deputize
a posse?’


Clark snorted scornfully. He was a well-fed, florid
individual, full of his own importance. He continued, ‘That man Turner ain’t
worth moose piss. He got a little bitty splinter in his face and spent the rest
of the day at the doctor’s. You see that stain on the floor there? That’s where
one of my customers was killed.’ Making a supreme effort, he managed to lower
his voice. ‘And what really vexes me is the loss of a Wells Fargo strongbox,
full of Double Eagles. Because it was on the bank’s premises, we’re liable and
I’m not in business to make a loss. So tell me, Mister Pinkerton Agent, just
what are you going to do about it?’


Exley was ambitious and highly regarded by Allan Pinkerton.
Regarding the bank president calmly, Exley favoured him with a soothing smile.
‘I’ve got half a dozen of the agency’s best men arriving by rail this
afternoon. One of them is an expert tracker. He could smell your shit and tell you
what you ate for breakfast.’


The bank president recoiled slightly. Somehow such language
didn’t go with a snappy suit, but before he had time to comment, the detective
continued at speed.


‘It’s a known fact that men on the dodge in this part of the
country usually make for the Indian Territories, which means this gang will
have to cross the Arkansas River. And since it’s both wide and deep, they’ll
have to use a ferry and that means they’ll be seen. All we have to do is follow
with firm resolve and apprehend them. If they choose to resist, then we’ll kill
every last one of the sons of bitches. But believe me, Mister Clark, one way or
another your money is as good as recovered.’


The other man’s eyes widened incredulously. ‘You’re a very
confident young man, I’ll give you that.’


Exley ignored the condescending tone. ‘That’s because I’m
very good at my job. And that’s why I’m in charge of this operation.’


‘Then I shall wait on results,’ the banker replied. In spite
of the situation he was beginning to feel a little happier. ‘Is there anything
I can do?’


‘Yeah,’ Exley drawled. ‘Elect a new marshal!’


 


‘If we were this close to the ferry, why did we sleep
outdoors last night?’ whined Jonas Bills.


He must have slept on a rock or some such, because his back
was playing up something cruel. The two men had passed a quiet night, barely a
mile from the river crossing. Mild weather and ample grazing for the horses
meant that there had been little to complain of, unless you happened to be
chained to a tree.


‘Because door knocking in the dark is a sure way of getting
my head blown off . . . and I’m kind of attached to it,’ Sam Torrance
responded, as he surveyed the tranquil scene before them. ‘A lot of dangerous
men use this trail and I’ve seen what John Taggart puts in his twelve gauge
cartridges.’


At the bottom of a gentle incline lay a narrow stretch of
flat land, bordered by the riverbank. A cabin and outbuildings were visible and
beyond them flowed the Arkansas River. With a strong current, the waterway was
anything but benign and definitely too much of a handful for any halfway
rational horse and rider. Which, of course, explained the ferry tethered to a
stout post. From that craft, there came the sound of honest labour, as a man in
his early thirties deftly hammered nails into a new section of deck timber. The
fact that he was missing his left arm didn’t seem to affect his ability any.


As the two riders headed for the landing stage, a door
banged in the cabin and a massively built individual strode purposefully into
view. His sharp eyes took in the new arrivals and then he stopped and waited,
hands on hips, for them to rein in next to him. His face wore a guarded smile,
which suggested that he already knew one of the horsemen.


‘Morning, marshal,’ John Taggart remarked amiably. ‘Who are
you chasing this time?’


Torrance returned the smile. ‘If I was to tell you that, you
might just warn them.’


The ferry proprietor chuckled, but said nothing.


‘You still charging one whole US Dollar per rider?’


Taggart nodded. ‘That’s the going rate. Round these parts,
anyhow.’ He glanced over at the manacled prisoner. ‘You’d save Judge Parker a
lot of time and trouble if you was to just tie him to a rock and heave him in
the river. You could still claim the fare and nobody would know.’


As Bills noticeably paled, it was the lawman’s turn to
chuckle. ‘You’ve got a real dark turn of mind, John Taggart. Problem is, it
wouldn’t work, because you and your partner over there would know and in any
case, I’ve got a conscience. Maybe that’s why I carry the law.’


There followed a long silence, as the two men eyed each
other speculatively. It was the lawman who finally spoke. ‘You had any
customers recently?’


Taggart guffawed slightly. ‘Now we’re getting to it. How
recently?’


‘Today or maybe late on yesterday. There’d likely be six
men, one of them wounded in the left shoulder.’


The big man shook his head decisively. ‘Nope. Last ferrying
business we had was early yesterday morning. Two fellas with pack mules heading
south. Took them for whiskey peddlers or some such, out to rob and debauch the
Indians. Not that I’d ever be able to recognize them again,’ he added
meaningfully. ‘The wounded man . . . it wouldn’t have been a .45-.75 cartridge,
would it?’


The marshal smiled grimly. ‘Yeah. It just so happened it
was. They robbed a bank in Wichita and took off in this direction. I’d have bet
cash money that they’d be in the Territories by now. Seems I was wrong.’ He
pondered for a moment. ‘Do me a favour, John. If they should end up here, don’t
mention that I was asking about them, huh?’


Taggart nodded slowly. ‘I reckon I can do that, but that’s
all I’ll do. You know me, Sam. I earn my living ferrying all sorts of people
across this river, so I don’t ever inform on them. That way Jacob and I get to
stay alive, savvy?’


Torrance favoured him with a lop-sided smile. ‘I guess
that’s all any of us can hope for, John. Now how’s about ferrying us across?
This fellow has got a pressing appointment with the hangman.’


Jonas Bills scowled, but held his peace. He was sick and tired
of being the butt of everyone’s black humour. One way or another he was going
to have to get clear of the federal law-dog.


‘Better finish that later, Jacob,’ Taggart called over to
his partner. ‘We’ve got us a couple of customers.’


That man carefully placed the hammer in his workbox and slid
the barrier fully back to allow the animals access. ‘You’ll both need to
dismount, marshal,’ he announced sombrely. ‘Ain’t safe otherwise.’


Bills abruptly recognized an opportunity. ‘For Christ’s
sake, marshal, give me a break from this saddle horn, huh? I feel like I’m
married to it!’


Torrance glanced scathingly at him, but nevertheless
released the manacle. Easing the prisoner off his horse, he then fastened the
man’s wrists behind his back and pushed him to the deck.


‘You’re all heart, marshal,’ Bills muttered bleakly.


Taggart joined them on the craft and together the two
ferrymen began to pull them across the Arkansas. Doing his best to compensate
for the uneven motion, the lawman strolled over to the other side and glanced
around. With a gentle breeze on his face and no effort required, it certainly
was a very pleasant way to travel, if a bit unsettling at first.
Unintentionally, his awareness began to drift. Not for the first time that
year, he reflected that it really was time he started taking life a bit easier.
A lawman’s existence was all he knew, but it would be a sad thing indeed if
that was to be his epitaph.


Regretfully, as with all nice things, the journey soon
seemed to be over. The ferry reached the south bank, was made fast and the men
and animals disembarked. Bills held his manacled hands well away from his body,
making it easier for Torrance to reattach him to the saddle horn.


Vaguely uneasy, the marshal remarked, ‘Not like you to be so
co-operative.’


‘Easier than having my shoulders wrenched out of joint,’
came the snarling response, which as expected had the effect of allaying any
doubt.


With both men back in their saddles, Marshal Torrance tipped
his hat to the ferrymen. ‘No doubt I’ll see you fellas again afore long. Take
it easy.’ With that the horsemen rode off to the southeast. There was still a
long way to go before they reached Fort Smith.


‘You like that marshal, don’t you, John?’ Jacob remarked. It
was more of a comment than a question, but Taggart found some words anyway.


‘Yeah. Yeah I do. He’s decent, which is more than can be
said for most of the sour bellies that pass through here.’


The two men exchanged companionable smiles and then began to
reverse their course across the river. With food now on their minds, it would
be some considerable time before Jacob noticed that he had somehow misplaced
his hammer!


 


‘You know what all this means, don’t you?’


Russ Decker glanced sharply at his sidekick. He knew exactly
what was coming, but decided not to make it any easier. ‘All what?’


Mark Lansing sighed with exasperation. ‘The Double Eagles of
course and all those God damn letters! By taking those, we must have stirred up
a real hornets’ nest. We’re bound to have every kind of law after us now.’


‘What are you saying?’ demanded Decker angrily. ‘That I
should have left that strongbox in the bank?’


Lansing nodded vigorously. ‘Exactly that. And I said it at
the time.’


The gang leader suddenly swung round in his saddle and made
an abrupt checking motion towards their four companions. Since patching up Huey
Soble, the gang had ridden hard, as Decker had decided that they needed after
all to risk a dash for the river. As the bewildered horsemen came to a halt,
their leader continued on with his subordinate until the two men were out of
earshot. Ahead of them and now in plain sight, lay the Arkansas River, gleaming
in the afternoon sun. Even though the winter rains were just a distant memory,
it was still flowing fast. Far too fast to even consider crossing on horseback.


‘In case you happen to have forgotten, we are bank robbers,’
he remarked acidly. ‘That means we rob banks and take anything in them. This
time we’ve done good. Real good! And now it’s up to me to keep us clear of
anyone that would hang us. That’s why I claim a larger share of any and all
takings.’ He momentarily paused to let that sink in. ‘You’re a good man, Mark,
and a good friend, but you don’t always see the bigger picture. We’ve finally
got enough dinero to keep us in luxury and señoritas down in Mexico for years.
And yet instead of treating me to a Daniel Webster cigar, all I get is bitch,
bitch, bitch. Just think about it. All we have to do is make it there in one
piece and we’re made.’


In spite of his scepticism, Lansing couldn’t help but be
impressed. ‘And I suppose you’ve got it all worked out.’


Decker nodded. ‘You can bet your ass I have. We go south
through the Indian Territories. Then roughly southwest across Texas and then
turn south again into Mexico. It’s a long, hard ride, but we can make it . . .
well, maybe Huey won’t. The key to it, is that we stop anyone from pursuing us
past that river.’


‘Even if it means more killing?’ queried Lansing dubiously.


‘That too,’ his boss firmly replied. ‘Is that a problem?’


‘I guess I just wanted to know how this was all going to pan
out,’ the other man responded. ‘We’ve been together a long time, Russ. I don’t
want to see us split up any time soon.’


Both men knew that he hadn’t really answered the question,
but Decker decided not to push it. Instead he made his intentions even plainer.
‘So let’s go put that ferry out of business . . . permanently!’


 


‘What do you mean you’ve lost a hammer?’ The question came
out sharper than Taggart had intended and Jacob flinched.


‘I guess it could have fallen over the side when we ferried
the marshal across,’ he replied nervously. ‘I’m normally so careful, that’s
all.’


‘I know you are,’ the big man answered in a far milder tone.
He was annoyed with himself, because he well knew that his friend couldn’t
handle any kind of stress. Then he spotted the six horsemen as they descended
the gentle slope behind the cabin and he abruptly lost all interest in the
missing tool. The fact that two men shared one animal gave him a clue as to
what they might be. ‘Happen it’ll turn up,’ he murmured distractedly.


The horses were well lathered, indicating that they had been
ridden very hard. Despite the heat, all the men wore duster coats, except one
who was very obviously injured . . . in the left shoulder.


‘Looks like we’ve got some more customers,’ Taggart
remarked. ‘Just remember, Jacob, Marshal Torrance was never here. Savvy? I’ve
got a feeling that’s as much for our benefit as his.’


The one-armed man nodded eagerly. Since that God-awful war,
he hadn’t been interested in what other people did, so long as they left him in
peace. And in truth, he was still puzzling over the likely location of his
hammer.


Leaving his injured companion to his thoughts, Taggart
walked towards the newcomers. He consciously kept his features relaxed and
greeted them affably enough. ‘Howdy, friends. I’d say you all look ready to
rest a spell. My ferry’s a great place to watch the world go by, while somebody
else does the work.’


The lead rider was a big man with sharp eyes. As he reined
in, the others swiftly spread out to form a semi-circle around the ferryman.
The move was obviously pre-planned to intimidate, but such tactics did not
easily work with John Taggart and he held his ground.


‘All in good time, mister. And that’ll be my good time,’
Decker replied. ‘First off, I want to get my bearings. Tell me about this
place. Who all’s here apart from you and that amputee?’


Taggart bridled at the tone. He didn’t care to hear such
callous talk about his old comrade and also didn’t take kindly to being
railroaded on his own place. ‘You’d better back up some, friend. We get all
sorts of road agents and low-life’s coming through here. What they learn, is
that it’s best just to quietly pay their dollar a piece and cross over, because
sooner or later they’re going to need us again.’


Russ Decker didn’t like being referred to as a low-life. His
right hand eased towards the long slit in his duster. Taggart noticed
immediately and favoured him with a cold smile.


‘There’s also another fine reason to pay up. A .45-.75 cartridge
will make a hell of a mess of a man at close range.’


That touched a collective nerve. As Decker’s hand froze,
Soble’s pain-wracked eyes flitted nervously towards the cabin.


‘I asked you before,’ rasped the gang leader. ‘Just who all
else is on this spread?’


Taggart’s response was uncompromising. ‘You just don’t get
it, do you? This is my place and my rules. If you can’t accept that, you’d
better hightail it out of here and learn to swim!’


Decker could feel the blood pounding through his veins and
he drew in a deep breath to steady himself. He had told enough lies in his time
to sense when someone was trying to humbug him. This big son of a bitch was
really beginning to stick in his craw. He glanced over at Lansing as though
seeking an opinion. His deputy merely offered an unhelpful shrug. So no comfort
there then.


‘Ok, if you want to run off at the mouth, let’s do it by
numbers,’ the outlaw retorted. ‘In my experience, such a rifle is going to
belong to either a lawman or a buffalo hunter. Since there ain’t any big
shaggies left around here, that only leaves a law-dog.’ Turning to face the
cabin, he raised his voice. ‘What are you, law-dog? Federal or local?’


Taggart began to edge casually over to the cabin door. ‘You
shouldn’t ought to jump to conclusions, friend. It’ll be the death of you one
day.’


Suddenly so certain, Decker seized his holster gun and aimed
it directly at the other man’s head. There was no reaction from the cabin and
so to hide his immense relief, he favoured the ferryman with a malicious grin.
‘Seems like your friend must be asleep in there, or maybe you just like to play
games, huh. Well do you?’


Although his bluff had been called, Taggart managed to
maintain his confident demeanour. ‘Only those that I win.’


The outlaw had heard enough. ‘Mark, get his partner away
from that ferry. We don’t want it drifting away by accident.’ Momentarily, he
glanced over at his ‘ramrod’ and it was all the opening that John Taggart
needed.


Completely unexpectedly, the massive ferryman charged at
Decker’s horse, all the while bellowing at his partner. ‘Jacob, get onto the
river!’


Caught uncharacteristically off-guard, the gang leader tried
to draw a bead, but his animal was in the way. As Jacob leapt onto the ferry
and seized the cable, Taggart ducked down and grabbed Decker’s right boot. With
all his considerable strength, he hurled the outlaw clean out of the saddle and
then taking the reins, used the animal as cover to reach his cabin.


As Decker hit the ground hard, his right index finger
contracted. The sudden gunshot, although harmless, added to the brief confusion
and spurred Jacob to greater efforts. Although desperately concerned over
John’s survival, he knew better than to ignore such a direct command and so
heaved frantically on the heavy cable. Even though he still cursed the loss of
his left arm, he did slowly but surely draw the craft away from the riverbank.


As Taggart slammed through the door of the cabin, one of the
outlaws loosed off a shot at the ferry. Although gasping for breath, the gang
leader still had full possession of his wits.


‘Stop firing, you moron. How are we supposed to get the
ferry back if he’s dead?’


Inside the cabin, Taggart grabbed his cut down sawn-off and
retracted both hammers. He knew full well that he couldn’t kill all six
desperados, but once the ferry was out of reach he would have a bargaining
tool. Stepping to one side, he flung the door open and thrust his deadly weapon
across the threshold. Unable to take aim, he just squeezed both triggers. There
was a tremendous crash and his hand bucked under the recoil. Even through
ringing ears, he could hear the tortured cries outside and they weren’t all
human.


Frantically, he ejected the smoking cartridges, but time was
against him. Before he could load two fresh ones, the barrel of a revolver
appeared directly before him. At the same time as the muzzle flash erupted
towards his face, he felt a hammer blow on the side of his head and then
everything went black.


Even over the noise of the mighty Arkansas, Jacob couldn’t
fail to recognize the distinctive sound of John’s shotgun discharging. Unable
to stop himself, he glanced back at the cabin. A horse and rider lay on the
ground, both apparently twitching in their death throws, but that still left
five more gunmen. Another shot rang out and despite the sweat pouring from his
body, a dreadful chill swept over him. Surely his one and only friend in the
world couldn’t be dead.


 


Jonas Bills had waited hours for the right opportunity. His
nerves were stretched to breaking point, because he knew he’d only get the one
chance. That’s all anybody ever got with Deputy US Marshal Sam Torrance. With
his right hand securely manacled to the saddle, he needed the marshal on his
left and close enough to touch. Ironically it was the lawman’s basically decent
nature that supplied the opportunity Bills desperately needed. Swinging in next
to his unusually grim-faced prisoner, Torrance displayed a wedge of chewing
tobacco.


‘How’s about a chaw? If you don’t lighten up, you’ll likely
expire from a conniption fit before we even get to Fort Smith.’


Despite the pounding tension in his skull, Bills managed to
present the makings of a grimace and nodded once.


‘You really are all shit and no sugar,’ replied the marshal,
but nevertheless he produced a pocketknife and began to slice off a good-sized
piece.


Bills eased his left hand out, as though to receive his
unexpected present and then thrust it swiftly behind his back. His fingers
closed around Jacob Stuckey’s hammer and he dragged it out from under the rear
of his jacket. Suddenly there could be no going back.


After years of hunting felons, Sam Torrance possessed a
sixth sense for danger. Dropping the diminutive blade as though it were a hot
coal, his right hand leapt for the revolver strapped to his waist. He very
nearly made it!


The face of the hammer swung around in a wide arc and struck
him squarely between the shoulder blades. Uttering a strangled cry, the federal
officer tumbled forward off his horse and hit the ground with enough force to
empty his lungs. With feverish anxiety, Bills slipped out of his saddle and
lurched towards his victim, only to be painfully pulled up short by the
unyielding manacle.


‘God damn it to hell,’ he snarled. Ignoring the sudden agony
in his wrist, the crazed prisoner desperately dragged his animal nearer, but
even then his bludgeon wouldn’t quite reach the prone lawman. As Torrance began
to draw air into his gasping lungs, the frustrated outlaw howled out a string
of obscenities. Then it came to him . . . the cinch strap.


Frantically, he unbuckled the retaining belt and heaved the
saddle to the ground. Like a maddened bear after its prey, Bills then dragged
it across the ‘tall and uncut’ until he was directly above the recovering
lawman. With great relish, the brutalized desperado swung out randomly at
Torrance’s heaving shoulders. Blow upon blow rained down on the defenceless
man, until finally tiring of the sport Bills launched a great swipe at
Torrance’s skull. There was a shocking crack that surprised even the maniac responsible
and his victim finally lay still.


‘Hot dang,’ whooped the outlaw jubilantly. ‘I’ve actually
done it. I’ve bested the son of a bitch!’


Surprised at his own success, Bills allowed the hammer to
slip from his grasp as he dropped to his knees next to the undoubtedly dead
lawman. After a moment’s hesitation, he eagerly rifled Torrance’s pockets of
anything and everything. The discovery of the key to the manacles brought a
grunt of satisfaction, soon followed by an exhilarating sense of freedom as the
shackle permanently fell away.


After briefly massaging his wrist, Bills heaved the marshal
over onto his back and unbuckled the black leather gun belt. ‘Haw, haw, haw,’
he crowed to the empty landscape, as he strapped the quality acquisition around
his own waist. Still not quite able to believe his own good fortune, the outlaw
suddenly glanced nervously down at the unmoving lawman.


‘Treated me like dirt, didn’t you? You old bastard,’ he
shouted out. Then, for some unaccountable reason, the outlaw felt a chill come
over him. It was like a sixth sense warning him that he was no longer alone.
Quite unexpectedly under the circumstances, he had a sudden overwhelming urge
to be on his way . . . fast.


No longer burdened by a saddle, Bills’ horse had wandered
off in search of grazing and he had no inclination to go after it. The
marshal’s animal would serve well enough and besides, it had that top-notch
Winchester in its saddle scabbard. Any God damned posse had better watch out,
now that he possessed such a weapon.


Consciously shaking off the strange sense of unease that had
gripped him, he pocketed all his booty and clambered to his feet. Without
giving Jacob’s hammer a second thought, Jonas Bills mounted up and quickly rode
away. With an instinctive desire to keep well clear of Fort Smith, he headed
west: deeper into the Indian Territories.










Chapter
Six


 


The seven men had left town at a gallop, but that was just
to put on a show for the bank president who Ben Exley knew would be watching.
Once out of sight of the rooftops, the Pinkerton Agents had reined back to a
steady walk. Although the trail was over a day old, Exley had no intention of
running his men ragged. Apart from anything else, he didn’t need to. Even a
small child could point the way to the Arkansas River and once beyond that he
had Raoul.


The Pinkerton glanced over at his tracker and grunted to
himself. Of all the men that he had encountered in his eventful life, no one
had possessed the capacity to unnerve him quite like Raoul. Exley thought of
the man as a half-breed, but in truth his ancestry was probably far more varied
than that. For a start, his name was French, which suggested that one of his
forebears had been a fur trapper or some such. He had sallow skin and eyes like
black coals that were never still. A vicious quirt dangled from his left wrist,
which Exley had once seen used to lash a man into blubbering submission. Time
and again throughout the mid-west, Raoul had proven his worth in hunting down
bank and train robbers.


It was said that only an Indian could track another Indian,
but they weren’t hunting redskins and so one thing was a certainty. If those
God damned murdering thieves had crossed over into the Nations, then Raoul
would find them!


 


Jacob Stuckey lay flat out on the ferry’s timber decking. It
didn’t occur to him that the last thing the outlaws might want was for him to
be dead and feeding the fish. The craft was more or less stationary, some few
yards away from the south bank. That way he was able to avoid the buffeting of
the main current, but could not be surprised by anyone coming out of the Indian
Territories. He was trembling with anxiety over the condition of his friend and
the situation was only compounded by his enforced inactivity. And yet, he was
obeying John’s last command to ‘get onto the river’ and so far nothing had
happened to change the good sense in that.


Russ Decker stared down at the big bastard and cursed
fluently. Thanks to him they had one man paroled to Jesus and the ferry exactly
where it shouldn’t be. Taggart deserved to be dead, but fortunately he wasn’t.
He had actually been incredibly lucky. The bullet had grazed his skull and his
face was mottled with powder burns, but he had survived to be of some use to
his attackers.


‘Heave some river water over the son of a bitch and get him
on his feet,’ the outlaw ordered.


As one of his men hurried off to comply, the gang leader
turned towards Lansing. ‘If this turns into a stand-off, we’ll be the losers by
it. There has to be some kind of posse looking for us and we sure as hell can’t
get across that river without the ferry. Even if we risked it and spread the
gold across the five of us, it’s odds on we’d lose some in that current.’


His sidekick regarded him thoughtfully. ‘So we blow bits off
of him until his partner brings the ferry back, is that it?’


Despite the situation, Decker laughed out loud. ‘For a
youngster you catch on quick, don’t you?’


Lansing grunted unhappily. ‘I wish I was still a young un.
I’d tread a different path and that’s no error.’


His boss regarded him darkly. He really was beginning to
have doubts about his commitment, but now wasn’t the time to provoke a
confrontation.


At that moment, a bucket of chill water descended on
Taggart’s smarting features and he coughed and spluttered on the floor of the
cabin. As the liquid flowed off him, it was tinged with blood from where the
bullet had creased his skull. With his eyes open and wits returning, the ferry
operator glanced around until his gaze fastened onto Russ Decker. Anger was
evident, but there was something else as well. They were the eyes of an
intelligent man and that made him dangerous.


‘You can glare at me all you want, big man,’ Decker snarled.
‘But right now, we’re holding all the aces and all the guns, so walk softly.’


‘Not all the aces,’ Taggart responded quickly. ‘Otherwise
I’d be dead and you low-lifes would be over in the Nations.’


Decker’s eyes narrowed menacingly. That was the second time
he’d been directly referred to as a low-life and the experience hadn’t improved
any. ‘All right, you. Get vertical and step outside. Keep your guns on him,
boys. This here’s a real dangerous man.’


Silently and unaided, Taggart staggered to his feet. He
stood for a few moments, unhindered by his captors, but swaying slightly until
his head cleared. Only then did he venture across the threshold. Before him lay
the mighty Arkansas. His ferry waited close to the far side and his heart
momentarily lurched when he couldn’t immediately spot Jacob. Then he noticed
his partner’s horizontal figure on the deck and he smiled with relief. That
satisfaction proved to be short lived. A gun muzzle was suddenly pressed
against the side of his head and he heard the distinctive double click of the
hammer being cocked.


‘You with the one arm,’ Decker bellowed out. ‘If you value your
friend’s life, you’d better get that ferry back here, pronto. Otherwise I’m
going to turn his head into a canoe. Savvy?’


Minutes passed and the question hung in the air unanswered,
until at last the outlaw leader hissed in Taggart’s ear. ‘Did he lose his
tongue along with his arm, or does he just want you dead?’


The big man turned his head slightly against the pressure of
the revolver. ‘That damned war changed him. It affected his mind as much as his
body. Why not let me talk to him? He trusts me.’


The outlaw stared at him for a long moment, before finally
nodding slowly. ‘I guess it can’t hurt. But no tricks, or it’ll end badly for
both of you.’


Returning his gaze to his prone partner, Taggart drew in a
deep breath. He was very conscious that what he said next could get them both
killed. ‘Jacob, you hear me?’


The response was instantaneous. ‘I hear you, John. What have
I to do?’


‘I know you’re a mite short-handed at the moment,’ the big
man responded. There were chuckles around him, as he had anticipated and the
pressure on his head eased slightly. ‘If you remember what those two Union sons
of bitches left behind, you might want to make use of them.’


Jacob raised his head slightly, as though searching for
something and then nodded sharply. Without any warning, he rolled rapidly to
the side of the ferry, sucked in a deep breath and simply dropped overboard.
There was a splash and momentary thrashing in the water and then . . . nothing.


‘What the hell just happened?’ Decker bellowed out. His men
were completely non-plussed, except for Mark Lansing who favoured the ferryman
with a shrewd glance.


‘I think Russ was right,’ he commented softly. ‘You are
dangerous.’


The outlaw boss took a step backward and then viciously
pistol-whipped Taggart across his face. Strong as he was, no one could resist
that kind of blow and down he went. The big man was again on the ground and
defenceless and this time it was Decker who took deliberate aim at him. With
the muzzle pointing directly at Taggart’s bleeding face, he squeezed the
trigger.


As Jacob Stuckey dropped below the surface, he gasped with
shock. It might have been summer, but the water was still damned cold. Reaching
out with his one hand, he heaved his body under the ferry and stayed there for
a moment, resisting the tug of the current as he got his bearings. Then,
knowing what had to be done, he kicked out strongly to propel himself deeper.
Although disabled and traumatized, Jacob was also robust and determined and
under orders from the only man he trusted in the world. He soon reached the
river bottom. It was probably for the best that he didn’t hear the single gun
shot that crashed out in front of the cabin. As it was, he used his legs to
help remain on the bottom and desperately searched for the discarded weapons.


Mark Lansing’s hand struck the revolver barrel just at the
moment of discharge. As the bullet slammed into earth barely an inch from his
head, Taggart’s battered features received mild burns from the muzzle flash. By
now his face resembled a charred steak, but at least he was still alive. Decker
was beside himself with anger.


‘What the hell’s wrong with you?’ he barked at Lansing. ‘But
for this pus weasel, we’d all be across that river by now!’


His deputy sighed wearily. ‘He was only trying to protect
what’s his. And besides, what’s done is done, but if a posse should find us
with yet another dead citizen it’d likely go badly for us.’ He paused, before
adding, ‘You reckon?’


Decker silently glared at him whilst absorbing the unwanted
advice, before finally acknowledging that the moment for killing had passed . .
. at least temporarily. ‘You want him, you got him. Have him tied up and out of
my sight.’ Holstering his weapon, he returned his attention to the abandoned
ferry. ‘Looks like he don’t figure on returning and time’s moving on. If that
thing’s not coming to us, then we’ll have to go and get it. Seems as though
someone’s set to get wet!’


Jacob knew that he could not last much longer. His chest was
tight. His head pounded from a lack of oxygen. Frantically he groped around on
the river bottom. They had to be here. They just had to be. Then he felt it. A
buckle. Elatedly, he seized the gun belt. Possessing only one hand, he was
unable to strap it on and so instead rammed one end of the belt deep into the
crotch of his trousers. His lungs felt as though they must surely burst.
Recovering two rifles was out of the question, but then his searching fingers
found the other holstered revolver and he knew that he had done enough. It was
time to surface.


Peering up at the ferry’s solid bulk, Jacob kicked out at
the riverbed and even with the extra weight rapidly shot to the surface. His
head cleared water just behind the timber craft, so that he was hidden from the
far shore. Gratefully he sucked fresh air into his burning lungs. The relief
was tremendous and, for some considerable while, breathing was all that
concerned him. Then he got to thinking about what to do next. One way or
another, he had to find a way to help John and that meant remaining close to
the ferry. And yet to climb up the bank behind him was to invite discovery.


Very reluctantly, Jacob drew in one last deep breath and
again dropped below the surface. Swimming with the current, he headed
downstream until his chest began to hurt again. With weakness beginning to
overwhelm him, he veered immediately towards the bank. Then, facing the sky, he
tilted his head back so that only his face was out of the water. Breathing
deeply, he carefully scrutinized the far bank. Jacob was now nearly one hundred
yards away from his ferry and no one was watching anyway. Two of the outlaws
seemed to be helping his friend back into the cabin, so at least John was still
alive. Greatly encouraged by that, he decided to get out of the river.


Using the plentiful vegetation as cover, the ferryman was
soon hidden in the undergrowth well back from the river. Accepting that he
would have to remain in wet clothes, he dropped to the ground and awkwardly
buckled on one of the gun belts. Thankfully, they were cartridge revolvers
rather than cap ’n ball, so there was a good chance that the powder would not
be spoiled. It was only then that it dawned on him that to help his friend he
might actually have to shoot somebody. The deep chill that suddenly assailed
him had nothing to do with his unexpected swim, but to counter it he got to his
feet and began walking back towards the abandoned ferry.


‘Brett, get back up that trail a short way and keep watch,’
Decker ordered. ‘Any movement, come tell me. And no shooting, you hear?’


The fair-haired bank robber nodded eagerly and turned away.
He was glad to be gone. Whatever his boss was planning was likely to involve
water and he didn’t swim too well. In fact he couldn’t swim at all, but didn’t
care to admit it.


With Huey Soble resting his throbbing arm on a cot in the
cabin and the other remaining outlaw securely binding Taggart, only Decker and
his deputy were left by the landing stage. The gang boss’s expression was grim.


‘One of us has got to bring that ferry back,’ he announced,
staring pointedly at Lansing.


That man frowned. He wasn’t for a moment fooled by ‘one of
us’ and so snapped back. ‘Why me? What about Josh? In fact, come to think of
it, what about you?’


It was Decker’s turn to scowl. ‘All Josh is good for is
frightening women and children. Oh, and back shooting. We don’t know for sure
that that fella over there has hightailed it for good. I need someone with at
least half a brain to haul that ferry back. Without it, we’re all in trouble.’
He paused as though recollecting something. ‘And I’m not doing it, because I
need to be here in case some posse turns up looking for a fight. Savvy?’


Lansing sighed. Oh he savvied, all right. Deep down, he knew
that this was really about Decker reasserting his authority and also testing to
see if his ‘side kick’s’ heart was still in it. And in truth it really wasn’t
any more, but nevertheless something stirred inside of Mark Lansing. He had
been presented with an unmistakeable challenge that had awakened his stubborn
streak. It was going to take more than any river and a one-armed man to stop
him getting to Mexico!


As Jacob watched the lone figure slip into the water from
the landing stage, he began to tremble with apprehension. He now had more
weapons than he could physically use, but the prospect of having to fire one
filled him with gnawing anxiety. He would remember, until his dying day, the
unremitting agony as the army surgeon’s blood-soaked saw bit into his mangled
left arm. The damage had been caused by a spinning Minie Ball from the rifle of
a Union soldier and ever since, he had lived in dread of having to get into
another firefight. And yet, as he watched the outlaw dragging himself hand over
hand across the Arkansas, Jacob recognized that he would just have to damn well
control his fear.


Lansing soon realized that without the thick cable, his
chances of crossing the fast-flowing river would have been slim indeed and Slim
had just left town. His brief chuckle at the tired jest was abruptly halted by
a mouthful of water. It was also dawning on him that heaving the heavy craft
back across the river was going to be mighty hard toil. Then again, if someone
with only one arm could do it, then he surely could. And what of the one-armed
ferryman? Had he really permanently vamoosed? It seemed unlikely. He just hoped
that Decker was making good his promise to cover him with a Winchester.


Jacob blinked nervously as he spotted the marksman on the
far bank. The only thing preventing him from turning tail was the sure
knowledge that John needed him. Desperately trying to control his fear, he drew
and cocked his newly acquired revolver. The other gunbelt was coiled up back in
the undergrowth, for use as a holdout weapon. Crouching low, he moved
stealthily through the vegetation, ensuring that he kept the ferry between him
and the rifleman. The approaching outlaw had almost reached the craft. It
seemed as though some kind of confrontation was unavoidable.


Mark Lansing was tiring. His arms felt like dead weights. He
wasn’t used to such physical exertion. Thankfully, he was barely two yards from
the ferry, but the cable ran up out of the water towards it. This meant that to
avoid letting go and running the risk of being swept downriver, he would need
to haul himself bodily out of the water. If there were anyone waiting for him,
that was when he would be most vulnerable. Breathlessly, he paused for a moment
in the chill water and rapidly glanced back. That son of a bitch had better be
there!


Jacob watched intently as the soaking wet figure wearily
reached for the timber railing. If he was going to do this thing, then it had
to be now whilst the other man was clinging on with both hands. And because of
the stretch of river between them, his only option was to use the threat of his
Colt. Mouth dry with fear, he clambered to his feet and rushed forward.


‘Jump back in the river and go with the current or I’ll
fire,’ he shouted. ‘Please!’


Horrified at the sudden apparition, Lansing momentarily
froze. With a great flood of relief, Jacob decided that everything was going to
be all right after all. There would be no shooting and no horrific wounds to
contend with.


Russ Decker watched as his man finally reached the ferry. If
anything were going to happen, it would be now. After levering up a cartridge
out of the tubular magazine, he tucked the ‘Yellow Boy’ Winchester into his
shoulder and waited impatiently . . . but not for long. As Lansing had dragged
himself out of the river, there was movement in the bushes on the far bank. It
looked like the one-armed man, but Decker could not be sure because his damned
sidekick was in the way.


‘Move, you son of a bitch,’ he angrily murmured and then
fired anyway.


The bullet slammed into the timber railing a short distance
beyond Lansing’s weary body. It was far nearer to him than to Decker’s intended
victim and so very definitely had the effect of spurring Lansing into action.
Dropping to his knees on the decking, he grabbed for his revolver.


Jacob watched that dreaded act with dismay. He now had to do
what he had so desperately hoped to avoid. Rapidly drawing a bead on the other
man’s torso, he squeezed the trigger. Instead of the expected detonation, there
was merely a dull click. The river water had done its work. Misfire!


Lansing couldn’t believe his luck, but now he had to profit
from it. His right hand closed around the butt of his revolver and he swiftly
levelled it at his assailant. Yet when he tried to thumb back the hammer, the
river water worked against him as well. At the first attempt, his digit simply
slid off the metal.


Jacob had no such problem. Again he cocked and squeezed and
this time the Colt blasted out its deadly load. The heavy bullet struck Lansing
in the soft flesh of his belly. He let out a tremendous groan, released his
hold on the rail and dropped painfully to his knees. It was that last action
that saved him from falling back into the river.


As Decker watched his man collapse, he swore violently and
began to work the Winchester’s lever action like a maniac. Bullet after bullet
sped across the Arkansas, until he was enveloped in such a cloud of acrid smoke
that he could no longer see.


‘What in tarnation’s happening, boss?’ yelled Josh from the
cabin’s entrance.


‘I fancied a nice buffalo tongue,’ Decker responded acidly.
‘What the hell d’you think’s happening, you moron? Get back inside.’


Stepping clear of the powder smoke, he anxiously peered
across the river. Lansing was still on his knees, but now doubled over. Of the
ferryman there was no sign, but that didn’t mean he was dead.


‘Mark,’ he bellowed out. ‘Can you hear me?’


For a moment there was no response, but then the other man
slowly raised his left hand to shoulder height before allowing it to drop like
a lead weight.


Grunting, Decker continued with, ‘Is that one-armed
cockchafer still alive? I need to know!’


The answer, when it came, was bitterly disappointing and
hard to swallow. Lansing made no response, but there was sudden movement in the
bushes and a gunshot rang out. The bullet came nowhere near, but then a new
voice rang out across the water.


‘Don’t send anyone else across, please,’ Jacob pleaded from
the safety of cover. ‘I really don’t want to hurt anyone.’


‘You’ve got a funny way of showing it,’ Decker retorted
indignantly. He stood for a moment and pondered. ‘So what about my man there?
What happens to him?’


‘I’ll do what I can for him, but you stay well clear. You
hear?’


Decker glanced down at the little pile of empty cartridges
that seemed to mock his apparent impotence. ‘Great,’ he snarled. ‘Just great!’
Turning, he stormed off towards the cabin, pausing only to hurl out, ‘You bull
turd. I’m going to have your other arm before this is all over!’


Arriving back in the cabin, he peered wildly at Josh and
Huey. ‘It’ll be night time soon,’ he announced. ‘We’ll have to fort up here
until I can figure out what to do next.’


Huey, still in great pain, stared at him aghast. ‘That’s a
plan?’










Chapter
Seven


 


Jonas Bills detected the smell of food long before he saw it
and it made his guts ache. The sun was going down and he had covered a lot of
miles since slaying the marshal. Not wanting to build a fire of his own, he had
made do with cold beef jerky and corn dodgers from the lawman’s saddle-bags. It
was not surprising then, that the aroma of sizzling bacon was more than he
could endure.


Cautiously cresting a low rise, he spotted a small stand of
trees in the middle distance. A single horse grazed in plain view, whilst its
owner, partially concealed by foliage, was hunched over a campfire with his
back to the hungry outlaw. Light from the flames danced in the encroaching
branches. It was an idyllic scene, made more attractive by the fact that yet
again he would be able to get something for nothing.


Bills’ lean features twisted into a grin as he extracted his
brutally acquired Winchester from its scabbard. He chambered a cartridge and
drew a bead on the unsuspecting figure. On the point of squeezing the trigger,
he was suddenly assailed by unaccustomed caution. He knew for a fact that he
was deep in Creek Indian Territory. Although known as one of the five
‘civilized’ tribes, he recalled people said that they weren’t always that
civilized. Better to leave gunfire as a last resort.


Retaining his grip on the rifle, Bills cautiously urged his
mount towards the trees, all the while checking the terrain around him. As he
drew closer, the lone stranger glanced around in apparent surprise and slowly
got to his feet. He was a big-boned fellow with an unkempt beard who, to Bills’
startled eyes, possessed one very notable redeeming feature. He appeared to be
completely unarmed, which in itself begged a question. What fool would travel
through Indian country without even so much as a belt gun?


‘Hello the fire,’ the outlaw called out with a modest
attempt at bonhomie. ‘That bacon’s been working on my guts for the last mile.
What say I help you finish it?’


The bearded man glanced briefly at the Winchester. Then his
hairy features broke into a smile. ‘Hell, you won’t need to bully me with that
long gun, friend. There’s more than enough to go around and it’ll be nice to
have some company.’


Bills weighed up the other man suspiciously. He wasn’t used
to folks being nice to him. ‘So say you,’ he gruffly replied. ‘But I’ll be
happier with some space between us. Back off!’


The other man frowned briefly, but nevertheless retreated
further into the wood. His demeanour indicated acceptance, rather than anger or
fear. If Bills hadn’t been so hungry, he might have pondered on that. Instead,
he merely dismounted and advanced into the welcoming shade. It momentarily
crossed his mind to scrutinize the branches above, but with rashers of bacon
sizzling temptingly in a pan, it was more than he could do to tear his eyes
away from them.


‘Down on the ground,’ he barked impatiently. ‘Sit on your
hands and if you’re lucky I might let you live.’


To his great surprise, his captive merely grinned at him.
Then a sudden rustling of foliage came from directly above and Jonas Bills was
gripped by an all too familiar icy chill. Desperately, he tried to step back
and raise his rifle, but before he had time to do either, a dead weight crashed
onto his shoulders and sent him tumbling to the grass.


Winded and pinned to the ground, he had no chance to react
before six inches of honed steel penetrated between his ribs. As his lifeblood
unstoppably erupted over the greenery, any chance of resistance disappeared. In
fact, despite the shocking agony, the stricken outlaw wasn’t even able to cry
out. Time and again the vicious blade ferociously pierced the soft flesh of his
torso. Jonas Bills twitched violently and then died without even knowing the
identity of his assailant. It was a sad fact that under different circumstances
he would definitely have approved of such savagery.


As his kill crazy lust finally abated, the scrawny assassin
with the thin moustache got slowly to his feet and backed away from his
blood-drenched victim.


‘Jesus, Klee,’ the bearded individual exclaimed. ‘Remind me
never to let you get to the back of me with a knife!’


‘Huh, that was too easy,’ Klee remarked scornfully, as he
glanced curiously over at the discarded rifle lying in the grass. He briefly
hunkered down to clean his blade on Bills’ trousers, before moving off to claim
his prize. Eyes widening with unexpected delight, he gleefully grasped the
strongly constructed Winchester and proclaimed, ‘Will you look at this gun? It
sure beats the hell out of my old Spencer. You could bring down a grizzly with
it and not even break into a sweat.’


The other man registered annoyance. ‘I kind of thought
that’d be mine. On account of I’m smarter and this was all my idea.’


Klee’s tight lips twisted into a sneer. ‘Too thin, Brad, too
thin. You could have written the Gettysburg Address for old Abe, but this still
wouldn’t be yourn. I drew blood for it, which makes me entitled.’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ muttered Brad sourly, but nevertheless he made
no further objection. Instead he ambled over to the cadaver and unbuckled the
shiny gun belt. ‘I guess I’ll just have to settle for this smoke wagon. At
least we’re toting some firearms at last.’


The smaller man nodded thoughtfully. ‘Which means we can go
settle scores with that bastard Taggart and his armless Reb. Funny thing
though. These weapons look too classy by far for that stiff. He looked down on
his luck, even before I put all those holes in him.’ With that, he headed off
through the trees to collect his own horse, which had been tethered out of
sight along with the two heavily laden pack mules.


Brad watched him leave through narrowed eyes. He didn’t give
a damn who their new weapons had once belonged to, but one thing was for sure.
He definitely didn’t like deferring to anyone and it occurred to him that there
might have to be another reckoning once the big ferryman had cashed in his
chips! That way, the sale proceeds of their newly acquired horse and saddle
wouldn’t have to be diluted by any unnecessary 50/50 split. Not to mention all
the cheap trader whiskey that they were still hauling around!


 


Very tentatively, Sam Torrance opened his eyes and
immediately regretted it. He was lying on his back and so what remained of the
day’s light seemed to lance in to every corner of his pain-wracked skull.
Groaning, he snapped his eyelids shut and tried to make sense of his parlous
situation. All he could remember was offering Jonas Bills some chewing tobacco.
Somehow or other, the ‘bull turd’ must have got the drop on him and left him
for dead.


Keeping his eyes closed, the marshal gingerly ran trembling
hands over his body. Gun belt gone, naturally. Money gone, but thankfully he
still seemed to possess his boots, because it was highly likely that he would
be on foot.


‘God damn it all to hell,’ he snarled angrily. His pride
appeared to have come off worse than his body and so, very recklessly, Torrance
rolled onto one side as a prelude to getting up. Terrifyingly, a section of
bone seemed to shift very unpleasantly under his scalp and he howled out with
pain and shock. As nausea threatened to overwhelm him, the lawman realized that
there was something badly wrong with his head. He had pistol-whipped enough
felons in his time to know that he very likely had a fractured skull.


At that point, most other mortals would have succumbed to
self-pity and stayed put for a time, but that wasn’t his way. Gritting his
teeth, he continued with the roll until he was on hands and knees. It was then
that he discovered that his shoulders had also taken a severe pounding. That
pus weasel Jonas Bills had certainly exacted a heavy toll.


For long moments, the battered federal officer remained
almost immobile, just breathing slow and deep. Then, with eyes wide open, he
made a supreme effort and clambered unsteadily to his feet. Something seemed to
explode inside his head and he let out a tremendous groan . . . but he did
remain upright. Noticeably swaying, Torrance made no attempt to move. He just
stood there and allowed his narrowed eyes to scrutinize his surroundings.


To his great delight, the first thing that he saw was Jonas
Bills’ horse. His heart momentarily sank when he realised that he would have to
saddle it, but then he noticed something else that brought a scowl of bitter
anger to his features. On the grass, barely three feet away, lay a solitary
hammer. Realising full well its dark purpose, Torrance decided there and then
that whatever effort it cost him, he would be taking it with him. But where to
go? Logic dictated a return to Taggart’s Crossing. He knew that when the chips
were down, the big man would help him in any way possible . . . always
supposing that he was able to, of course. There were definite limits to what
any amateur sawbones could achieve.


It took him a horrendous amount of time and much painful
effort to saddle the reluctant animal. Every part of his upper body seemed to
hurt and his mood wasn’t improved by the discovery of the manacles still
fastened to the saddle horn. Since the key was nowhere to be seen, they would
be a constant reminder of the dreadful change in his circumstances.


Although night was beginning to fall, the marshal decided
that he had spent enough time in one place. He was effectively unarmed and his
surroundings weren’t known as the Indian Territories for nothing. Steeling
himself against the inevitable pain, Sam Torrance took hold of the saddle horn
and dragged his pain-wracked body up into the saddle. It was more than he could
do not to cry out and even when mounted it was some time before he was able to
urge the horse forward. He decided there and then to only travel until full
darkness had descended. In his condition, it made no sense to risk a tumble that
he most likely wouldn’t get up from. And so it was that he began the slow and
painful journey back to the safety of Taggart’s Crossing.


 


Unable to ignore the man’s desperate pleas, Jacob had
reluctantly entered the water again. Fetching up on the ferry brought him face
to face with his gutshot victim and he wasn’t a pretty sight. The surrounding
timber was stained with blood . . . a lot of it. Under the present
circumstances, or indeed any other imaginable, the bullet was untouchable and
death inevitable. All he could do was maybe bind the wound and make him as
comfortable as possible. Then his common sense told him that any attempt to
tinker would only generate unnecessary agony. Considering his usual reticence,
Jacob was remarkably forthright.


‘I cain’t do nothing for you, mister,’ he softly announced,
as he scooped up yet another discarded revolver from the deck before him. ‘I
know you’re outlawed up, but I’m real sorry it’s come to this.’


Mark Lansing had seen enough death to know what was coming
his way. He nodded silently and then reached out to touch Jacob’s leg. ‘I guess
I had it coming eventually. Just stay with me for a while, huh? I don’t want to
leave this world all on my lonesome.’


His killer pondered that request for a moment. It was a big
ask. Remaining on the ferry made him vulnerable to another attack. Then again,
the light had almost gone and only a fool would try to cross that river in
darkness. ‘I reckon I can stay with you for a while,’ he responded. ‘Just don’t
try anything. Yeah?’


Lansing attempted a chuckle, but it came out as a groan.
‘Mister, my trying days are all over.’ He paused for a painful moment, before
continuing with, ‘I’m powerful thirsty all of a sudden.’


Jacob laughed spontaneously. ‘Well I’ll tell you, water’s
one thing we’re not short of hereabouts.’


 


John Taggart lay uncomfortably on the hard floor, apparently
forgotten about for the moment. His cot, built to accommodate an outsize frame,
had been requisitioned by the wounded outlaw known as Huey. Decker had taken
Jacob’s, although he was currently pacing up and down the room, deep in
thought. With darkness having fallen, Brett had returned to the cabin and now
stood drinking Taggart’s coffee, for all the world as though he owned the
place. He was content to let someone else do all the thinking, but one of his
companions was far less complacent. Despite, or maybe because of his being in
pain, Huey was about to go on the prod.


‘Way I see it, boss, we’re caught between a rock and a hard
place. So what are you gonna do about it?’


The outlaw leader came to a grinding halt. His grim
expression and blazing eyes indicated that he was on a very short fuse indeed.
And as Decker’s right hand moved fractionally towards the holstered Colt, Huey
belatedly contemplated the prospect of another bullet wound. It therefore took
everybody by surprise when Decker suddenly transferred his full attention to
the bound ferryman.


‘Come daylight, it’s make or break time, big man. You’re
going back out there under my gun again. Only this time if that limbless son of
a bitch doesn’t bring the ferry back, I’ll take you apart piece by piece. It
ain’t just Indians that know how to torment a man.’ Without awaiting a
response, he abruptly returned his fierce gaze to the wounded outlaw. ‘That’s
my plan. Take it or leave it, hombre,’ he hissed.










Chapter
Eight


 


Brett had been ensconced on the reverse slope of the rise
above the cabin for just over one hour and on such a summer’s morning it was
definitely no hardship. In truth, he was glad to be clear of Russ Decker, who
ever since their arrival at the ferry crossing had been behaving like a bear
with a sore head. And yet his temporary independence was about to go sour. A
group of seven riders suddenly came into view, heading at a steady pace from
the direction of Wichita. They had all the appearance of a posse, which of
course was exactly what they were.


‘Oh shit,’ he muttered unhappily. Chambering a cartridge in
his old Henry, Brett abruptly had an unwelcome decision to make. Should he open
fire or hightail it back to Decker for instructions? Recognizing that the
horsemen had to be kept clear of the cabin, he decided on the former. Tucking
the well-worn butt into his shoulder, the outlaw drew a bead on the leading
rider.


The Pinkerton men had been in the saddle since daybreak.
They all knew that the river was close, but it was Raoul riding point who saved
someone’s life . . . quite possibly his own. Without warning, he brutally
reined in and slid from the saddle. Expertly, he pulled his horse to the ground
and dropped down over its neck, rifle in hand. His startled companions were
seasoned detectives. They well understood what such action meant and knew
better than to question his judgment. After rapidly dismounting, five of them
handed their reins to a single horse holder who backed off with six mounts,
leaving the other men to spread out across the trail.


Ben Exley called over to the tracker. ‘What’s got you
spooked, Raoul?’ His unfortunate word choice indicated that he had definitely
been taken by surprise.


‘Nothing spooks me. You well know that, Mister Exley,’ came
the snarling retort. ‘Somebody has us under his gun, is all.’


‘I don’t see nothing,’ retorted one of the others.


‘That don’t mean shit,’ Raoul responded scathingly. ‘It’s
enough that I know he’s out there.’


Exley nodded his agreement. ‘You’ve always been right
before, so I’ll go with that. What do you propose?’


‘I’ll move in to flush him out. He’ll either open fire or
hightail it. And if you start shooting, just remember that I’m in front of you,
yeah?’ Without waiting for a response, he imperiously added, ‘One of you get
over here and lie on this horse. He don’t get paid enough to risk a bullet.’
With this achieved, the ’breed crawled off through the long grass without
another word.


Brett had observed the posse’s rapid dispersal with incredulity.
He couldn’t work out how they had spotted him, but the sure knowledge that they
had, began to work on his nerves. Sweaty palms ran in his family and they were
sure as hell running now. As the posse’s point man stealthily advanced towards
him, the bank robber knew that it was time to retreat. Staying low, he slid
back down the gentle rise before racing over to the cabin.


‘It’s Brett. I’m coming in,’ he had the sense to yell,
before running at the door. Bursting inside in a state of feverish anxiety, he
found three weapons levelled at him. ‘Sweet Jesus, don’t shoot, fellas. It’s
not me you need to worry over, but that damned posse.’


Decker leapt forward and literally grabbed him by the
throat. ‘How many and what kind of law?’


Brett shook himself free. ‘Hell, don’t take on at me, boss,’
he whined. ‘There’s maybe half a dozen or so. From the way they went to ground,
I reckon they’re professionals, not local law or cowmen making up the numbers.’


‘Just great,’ Decker muttered, suddenly deep in thought. He
wasn’t long in coming to a decision. ‘OK, so we knew this would happen. Josh.
Get back up there with him. And you too, Huey. I know you’re hurting, but I
can’t spare you. The three of you have got to hold them off while I get that
ferry back on side. You hear me? Whatever it takes, just keep them away from
the landing stage.’ With that, he switched his full attention to John Taggart.


The ferryman had passed a poor night on the hard floor. His
hands and feet remained bound and his face was blistered and sore from the two
near misses. Yet his eyes glittered in a way that suggested he still had plenty
of fight left in him.


As the three outlaws left the cabin, Decker unsheathed his
hunting knife and sliced through the rope around his prisoner’s legs. ‘On your feet,
you big bastard. I let you live last night. Now you’re going to earn it.’


Despite his natural belligerence, Taggart was unable to
stifle a moan as he staggered to his feet. With circulation returning, the pain
in his legs was truly murderous. As Decker impatiently shoved him towards the
threshold, Huey abruptly re-appeared. The suspicion on his face was plain to
see.


‘You’ll be sure an’ let us know when you’re ready to leave,
won’t you, boss? Only you’ll likely need help carrying all those gold coins into
the Nations.’


The inference was obvious and Decker didn’t like it one bit.
‘When I side with a man, I stick with him,’ he responded angrily. ‘I don’t
cheat him and I don’t leave him to the buzzards . . . like we could have done
with you. Now get back up that hillside and help the others!’


The outlaw scowled, but finally did as he was told. Hefting
the Winchester in his left hand, Decker drew his revolver and prodded his
captive outside. ‘Get over to the landing stage. Let’s see if that friend of
yours is awake yet.’


When the two men reached the riverbank, Decker kicked out
sharply at the back of Taggart’s right leg. That man groaned and dropped to his
knees as intended.


‘Mark. You still with us?’ the outlaw bellowed out. The
jarring response was a volley of gunshots crashing out from behind the cabin. A
gunfight was only to be expected but not what he had hoped for and served to
highlight just how perilous their situation had quickly become.


‘God damn it, answer me,’ he persisted. ‘I ain’t got all
day.’


Over on the ferry, Jacob crouched down in front of the
lifeless body. The unexpected outbreak of gunfire had only added to the
pressure on his already troubled mind. He had passed a thoroughly uncomfortable
night, looking on helplessly as his victim died a lingering and painful death.
The experience had brought back vivid memories of the seemingly all too recent
war. He felt scarred and troubled. If John Taggart’s survival hadn’t been at
stake, he would have swum ashore and simply left. On foot. Anywhere. As it was,
he couldn’t indulge in such futile luxury.


Keeping low, Jacob reached over and slowly lifted Lansing’s
left arm. Raising it enough to be noticed on the far bank, he then let it drop
and partially showed himself.


‘That’s the best you’re going to get,’ he replied. ‘Your
friend is in a bad way. He’ll need a doctor and some good vittles if he’s ever
going to ride with you again.’


Decker sighed unhappily. The firing behind him showed no
sign of lessening and his patience was wearing thin. ‘Never mind all that. I’ve
dusted your compadre down and brought him out to try again. I’m a reasonable
man, but you’ve tested my tolerance. I want that ferry brought back here, now.
Otherwise, I’ll cripple this son of a bitch for life. I reckon you’ll know how
that feels,’ he added gratuitously.


Considering that he was surrounded by fresh water, Jacob’s
mouth began to grow uncomfortably dry. It was years since he had felt so
terrified and helpless in equal measure. And yet, that damned war had taught
him a thing or two. Most battles at some point rely on bluff. Drawing his
revolver, he cocked it and then pointed it directly at Lansing’s lifeless
skull.


‘You harm John in any way and I’ll shoot your friend,’ Jacob
called back, somehow managing to sound far more threatening than he actually
felt. ‘I’ve killed before, so you’d better believe I’ll do it.’


Sadly, his enemy’s response was not at all what he had
expected.


‘You do what you have to do,’ Decker bellowed across the
fast-flowing water. As he spoke, he holstered the revolver and readied his long
gun. ‘He knew the risks when he signed up for this, so let’s stop pissing
about. You can hear that war going on behind me. Without that poxy ferry we’re
finished, but if we are then so’s your amigo here. Which’ll it be?’


Jacob felt his guts begin to churn. A lethal cocktail of
fear and uncertainty was infusing his body. He well knew that if he heaved the
ferry back to the north bank, both he and his friend were dead meat. And yet
his frenzied mind could not produce any solution to the problem. With literally
no idea what to do, panic began to take hold of him.


 


Raoul had watched as the lone sentry dropped out of sight.
Some men would have rushed off in pursuit, but not this one. He preferred to
linger a while and observe. He was aware that Mister Exley and the others would
be seething with impatience behind him, but that only brought a sardonic smile
to his cruel, thin lips. Let the gringos wait on his word. He well knew what
they thought of his kind, but out in the wild, hunting fugitives, they needed
him. What he did do was use the time to ensure that his own mount was led back
to the horse holder.


After a few moments there was movement at the top of the
rise and this time two men stealthily came into view. It was time to unleash
Exley’s gun thugs.


‘I’ve smoked them, Mister Exley,’ he hissed back. ‘Two of
them with long guns, just as the trail dips down to the river.’


Ben Exley smiled with satisfaction. This was going to be
easy. Glancing around at his waiting men, he nodded and gestured them forward.
They needed no further urging. This was what they got well paid to do. Crawling
on all fours and well spaced out, the five detectives closed in.


It was Brett who opened fire first. His Henry blasted out in
a show of defiance, but in his eagerness he had jerked the trigger and the
bullet went wide. He was answered by a volley of shots that just kept coming,
as their assailants worked well-oiled lever actions with practised speed.


‘Jesus,’ he exclaimed, as a torrent of hot lead forced him
to duck. ‘Who’ve they got over there, Wild Bill Hickok his self?’


‘That ain’t likely,’ responded Josh with studied
seriousness. ‘I heard tell he took a bullet in the head up north.’


Brett groaned dispairingly, before rolling to one side and
loosing off another shot. Josh also stood his ground and began to return fire.
For a few moments there was a stand off. The Pinkertons might have been
hardened professionals, but they were not suicidal. It was then that the bank
robbers gained a temporary advantage. Huey Soble finally joined his cronies on
their left flank. His position allowed him enfilade fire over the nearest
detective. Unseen by his target, he took careful aim at an almost prone torso
with his revolver and fired. Soble was still troubled by the pain from his
wound and so the bullet went slightly wide, but that actually worked out in his
favour.


The projectile slammed into his victim’s skull, snuffing out
that man’s life in an instant. As the Pinkerton agent’s body lay twitching in
the grass, his comrades gradually realized what had happened and their fire
petered out. It had been some time since one of their number had been so
swiftly dispatched in a gunfight and it unnerved them. The odds seemed suddenly
not so favourable.


Exley bellowed out, ‘Nobody told you to stop shooting, God
damn it,’ but his words fell on deaf ears.


It was Raoul who got the situation back on track. He had
deliberately kept clear of the others and so had remained unobserved by the
outlaws. Remaining prone, he calmly and deliberately sighted down the barrel of
his Sharps carbine. Not for him the rapid firing Winchesters. He preferred the
deadly power and long-range accuracy of his single shot breechloader. As he
squeezed the second of the double set triggers, there was not the slightest
doubt in his mind about the outcome.


The heavy bullet struck Huey Soble straight through his
heart and finally finished what US Marshal Torrance had started. As the broken
body collapsed to the ground, Raoul rapidly shifted position and then hollered
over to his comrades.


‘He’s gone straight down to the hot place. Now pour it on,
boys. There’s only the two of them.’


As the Pinkertons renewed their fire, Brett glanced
fearfully at his buddy. ‘If Decker don’t get a move on, he won’t have anyone
left to share all that gold with!’ It was only after he’d uttered it that he
realized the implications of his remark.


 


As the two riders drew ever closer to the south bank of the
Arkansas, the noise of the conflict intensified. ‘Sounds like someone’s having
themselves quite a shindig,’ Brad remarked drolly.


‘Could be that big bastard’s bitten off more than he can
chew this time,’ Klee responded gleefully. ‘What say we take a closer look
see?’


Brad suddenly reined in and as his gaze locked on to the
countryside to the north, his expression darkened. Both the river and ferry
crossing remained out of sight, but what he could hear told him plenty. ‘A
gunfight like that could mean the law’s involved and I know for a fact there’s
paper out on the both of us. We don’t want to blunder into the middle of it. I
say we ground tether all the animals here and move in on foot.’


His diminutive companion grimaced. ‘What if some stray
Indian happens by and steals them? We still owe cash money on some of what’s on
those mules. If we lose everything, we’d be in Shit Street then, for sure.’


Brad groaned and shook his head. ‘Bitch, bitch, bitch! I
tell you what. You watch our backs with that fine rifle you stole and I’ll see
to business. My pa told me you’ve got to speculate to accumulate and there
might be some pickings for us up ahead.’


Klee regarded him warily. ‘There were too many four-dollar
words in that for my liking. Why can’t you just speak American like everyone
else? And besides,’ he added huffily, patting the Winchester’s stock, ‘I didn’t
steal this. Its owner just up and died, is all!’


With stolen US Army picket pins securing all the animals,
the two men cautiously advanced towards the riverbank. A deeper report sounded
off across the water and both men paused. They recognized the sound of a Sharps
when they heard it and were now close enough to observe Soble as he collapsed
to the ground. Glancing meaningfully at each other, they dropped first into a
crouch and then soon after onto all fours. They arrived at the crest of the bank
just in time to observe Jacob, as he agonized over what to do; strangely, the
one-armed man appeared to be threatening a corpse.


Jacob Stuckey had reached the end of his tether. Across the
river, his only friend in the world was bound and in mortal danger and there
wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. His mind was seething with anxiety
and a host of bad memories. It was as though the late war had returned to haunt
him. Sweat pored from his face and his only hand began to shake. It was another
ill-chosen remark from Russ Decker that finally broke him.


‘Act like a man, you lily-livered piece of piss and get that
craft back here!’


Wailing like a tortured banshee, Jacob squeezed the trigger
and then, dropping the smoking revolver, turned and leaped into the river.
Manically, he struck out towards the nearby south bank.


Decker could hardly believe his eyes. Mark Lansing’s
apparent demise barely registered with him. It was the suddenly unattended
ferry that claimed all his attention. Quickly glancing down at his captive, the
outlaw recognized that he too was stunned by the turn of events.


‘Some people just can’t stand the heat,’ Decker muttered.
‘And now it looks like it’s my turn to get wet. Which means, however you look
at it, your time is past,’ he added darkly. So saying, he aimed his Winchester
at the now superfluous prisoner. Just on the point of squeezing the trigger,
his peripheral vision unexpectedly registered movement on the crest of the
opposite bank. Taken by surprise, he switched his attention to the two men who
had seemingly appeared from nowhere.


‘Is it always like this here?’ he queried with bewildered
frustration.


‘Pretty much,’ Taggart responded quietly, as he followed his
captor’s stare. He immediately recognized the newcomers and shook his head in
amazement at their uncanny timing. It remained to be seen whether their
appearance at such a crucial moment was a good or bad thing. He was soon to
find out.


Jacob quickly reached the bank and clawed his way out of the
water. The possibility of a bullet in the back never even occurred to him. His
only thought was to run and run from his troubles. Those, both past and
present, had somehow seamlessly merged, so that he was back in Gettysburg
again. John Taggart’s current predicament simply no longer figured in his
tormented soul. So it transpired, that on looking up, he suddenly spotted two
strangers wearing the hated Union blue peering down at him. Then it abruptly
dawned on his afflicted mind that they weren’t strangers at all and that they
weren’t even clad in blue.


‘Well bless my soul,’ Klee remarked ominously. ‘This Johnny
Reb’s just taken a swim. Couldn’t have been easy with only the one arm. You
reckon he needs some more practice, Brad?’


That man nodded encouragingly. He well knew what was about
to happen. ‘Yeah, I reckon so.’


Almost casually, Klee lowered the barrel of his newly
acquired Winchester until it was pointing directly at Jacob’s chest and fired.
At almost point blank range, the bullet tore into him with enough velocity to
tip him away from the banking and back into the river. With blood pumping from
his shattered chest, he hit the water with a great splash.


The current took hold of his broken and helpless body and
swept it off to the east. Strangely, in the final seconds before he died, a
broad smile spread over Jacob Stuckey’s abruptly tranquil features. Whether it
was because he had finally escaped his troubled past, or because he knew what
John Taggart would do to his killer would never be known.










Chapter
Nine


 


As a horrified John Taggart watched his friend’s lifeless
body being swept away in the Arkansas River, everything altered. Suddenly his
own survival was all that mattered . . . if only because he had a deadly score
to settle. Jacob had meant everything to him. But for that fine man, he
definitely wouldn’t have survived the War Between the States. Their continuing
closeness was the main reason that Taggart had established the ferry crossing,
because otherwise a one-armed ex-soldier would have found precious little
employment in a rapidly changing and uncaring world. And now, after all that
they had experienced together, Jacob Stuckey was gone! Killed by a piece of
nameless trash.


Even as Russ Decker’s scheming mind adjusted to the altered
circumstances, Taggart knew what had to be done. Continuing gunfire indicated
that the bank robbers were still resisting and so his trying to reach the posse
was not yet likely. Although his hands were still bound, the ever-unpredictable
river was the only alternative, but he would have to be quick about it. Because
now more than ever he was surplus to requirements, a fact that the outlaw boss
had already recognized.


As Decker again swung his Winchester over to cover the
prisoner, Taggart flung caution to the winds and launched himself at him. Caught
unawares, the outlaw desperately attempted to force the muzzle down, but he was
just too late. Taggart got his massive right shoulder under his opponent’s arms
and heaved. As the two men tumbled heavily onto compacted earth, the rifle
discharged harmlessly into the heavens.


With the huge man on top, the outcome of the fight should
not have been in doubt, but for the fact that Taggart’s wrists were still
tightly bound and he was completely unarmed. Coming to an instinctive decision,
he viciously headbutted the man beneath him and rolled clear. Decker howled
with pain, but he was used to taking hard knocks. Even as his eyes swam with
tears, he rapidly worked the lever-action and then struggled to his feet. He
was just in time to see his assailant plunge head first into the river. Despite
the dangers of that action, it did not escape his notice that such an
occurrence was becoming all too commonplace!


As Taggart pitched into the chill depths, he knew that he
had to remain submerged and put as much distance between himself and the
crossing as possible. Even with his hands tied, that proved remarkably easy
with the strong current behind him. It was only when his head began to pound
from lack of oxygen that he allowed his powerful legs to take him to the surface.
As his head bobbed above the water, he twisted around and peered back upriver.
Thankfully, he was already out of effective rifle range and in any case his
former captor wasn’t even looking his way. It occurred to him that the poxy
outlaw quite probably had other things on his mind!


Drawing in deep draughts of air, the ferryman kicked out
strongly towards the south bank. It was on that side of the river that Jacob
had met his end and where retribution was likely to be meted out. Abruptly, his
feet hit solid ground and the current relinquished its dominating hold on him.
Remaining in the water and therefore mostly out of sight, he searched for a
sharp rock. Once he had one, he acquired a sure footing and began to saw
through the rope that secured his wrists. Throughout the whole of that
repetitive process, all Taggart could see in his mind’s eye was Jacob’s
bleeding corpse as it plunged helplessly into the Arkansas’s depths.


 


Russ Decker kept his Winchester at the ready, but with the
muzzle conspicuously clear of the two new arrivals. He had no idea who or what
they were, but one thing was abundantly clear . . . they sure as hell weren’t
badged up. It was then that he commenced a loud verbal exchange with the larger
of the two men both of whom he could well have done without.


‘Howdy, friend,’ he yelled with forced amiability. ‘You can
probably tell from the gunplay back here that I would welcome that ferry on
this side of the river.’


The other man nodded, but his bearded features were
unreadable under the wide brim of his hat. ‘I could see how you might think
that. You outlawed up or just plain unlucky?’


‘Unlucky in my choice of enemies, I guess. I reckon those
fellas behind me are either Pinkertons or federal law. Either way, time is
short. Which is why I’ve agreed with myself to make it worth your while.’


Brad spat a stream of evil looking black liquid into the
river. His teeth were irreparably stained by tobacco juice. ‘Oh, you’ll be
doing that all right and then some,’ he called back. ‘The dollar ferry ride
disappeared forever with that one-armed son of a bitch. We’re the new operators
and we take a percentage of everything carried. And I mean everything!’


Beneath his apparently calm demeanour, Decker was seething
with anger and frustration. Behind him there had been a short silence followed
by a flurry of shots. Sensing that time was running out, he briefly
contemplated gunning the two ‘land pirates’ down, but that was fraught with
risk. He had heard the deep report of the smaller man’s rifle and recognized that
he was probably outgunned. If one of them should survive, he would be
effectively marooned and at the mercy of the posse. Bitterly, he accepted that
he would have to bite the bullet.


‘I guess I’ll just have to work with you on that,’ he very
reluctantly replied.


‘I kind of thought you would,’ Brad responded in his deadpan
fashion. ‘So here’s what’s gonna happen. My amigo with the buffalo gun will
stand watch while I heave the ferry over. Anything you do that he doesn’t like,
any little thing at all and you’re a dead man. Savvy?’


Decker stared at him intently, all the while gnawing on his
bottom lip.


‘Say it!’ Brad barked. ‘Or we just sit here and enjoy the
show.’


The bank robber coloured. He wasn’t used to taking such
treatment and it took much self-discipline to respond in an even tone. ‘I
understand.’


‘Good for you, mister,’ was Brad’s deceptively cheery
response. With that, he unbuckled his gun belt and handed it over to Klee.
Rapidly descending the slope, he added loudly, ‘If I was you, I’d get my possibles
together. I ain’t hanging around over there for long, on account of that posse
might just have paper on us as well.’


Decker lingered for a moment more, watching while the
bearded son of a bitch seized the massive cable and entered the water. Then he
turned and raced over to the cabin. Suddenly, the only thing on his mind was
how to preserve his glorious hoard of Gold Double Eagles!


 


Brett and Josh exchanged desperate glances. Both knew that
they couldn’t hold out much longer. Empty brass cartridge cases fairly littered
the ground and their faces were smudged with black powder residue. Sustained
rapid firing meant they were running low on ammunition and now the Pinkertons
were extending the semi-circle around them, so as to increase the pressure. The
gunfight had been so intense that neither of them had even heard the occasional
gunshot from the far side of the river. Even wearing leather gloves, Brett
struggled to hold the burning hot barrel of his Henry rifle, as he frantically
searched for a target.


It wasn’t the first time that he had regretted not obtaining
the more modern Winchester, with its protective wooden forestock. Unluckily for
the increasingly agitated man, it was another feature of the early repeater
that was about to get him killed. Spotting movement, he squeezed the trigger,
only to be rewarded with a metallic click. Cursing, he reached into his jacket
pocket for the few remaining cartridges.


‘Reloading,’ he called over to Josh.


Winchesters possessed a side-loading gate, whereas its forerunner
had to be reloaded from the muzzle end. That was not always an easy operation
for a prone shooter. As Brett rose up from the grass slightly, to slide the
spring’s tab along the full length of the tubular magazine, another well-aimed
bullet from Raoul’s Sharps tore into his throat. The outlaw went momentarily
rigid with shock and then began to choke on his own blood. No longer in control
of his dying body, he briefly stared at his own weapon in apparent amazement,
before collapsing to the ground.


Recognizing the sound of the damned Sharps, Josh returned
fire, but of course its owner had already wisely shifted position. Anxiously,
he then glanced over at the fresh cadaver. ‘Are you just wounded or what,
Brett?’ And then after a tortuous few seconds, ‘For Christ’s sake, answer me!’


As it dawned on him that he was all that remained of the
rearguard, the colour drained from Josh’s grubby features. The fact that all
shooting had ceased, only seemed to emphasize his sudden isolation.


‘Looks like you’re all on your lonesome, fella,’ taunted a
triumphant Ben Exley. ‘How’s about you throw down your shooting irons and step
out into the open? That way you’ll live to see another sunrise . . . even if it
is through the bars of a jail cell. Ha, ha!’


Josh noisily exhaled through his nose like a horse. ‘The
hell with this,’ he muttered bitterly and then far louder, ‘The hell with you,
mister!’ With that, he discharged one last bullet in the general direction of
his tormenter and then scurried back down the slope for the final time. He had
no inkling that his last defiant gesture had actually got a result of sorts.


Exley stared in stunned disbelief at the bloody stump where
his right forefinger had been. Their lone opponent’s last wild shot would have
struck him full on in the chest, had he not been holding his rifle slant ways
in front of him. As it was, the now badly scored weapon had deflected Josh’s
bullet, but not before it completely severed the detective’s digit. Momentarily
overwhelmed by a wave of pain and nausea, Exley groaned and curled over in a
foetal position. He was still like that when Raoul crawled over to examine him.


‘Looks like you’ll have to be a left-handed gun from now on,
Mister Exley,’ the tracker remarked with a complete lack of compassion.


His leader stared up into the cold, hooded eyes and
experienced a surge of raw anger, but even though in great distress the
Pinkerton man realized that it was more sensible to direct such emotion
elsewhere. ‘I want that bastard dead, d’you hear me? I want him dead!’


Raoul held the other man’s impassioned stare for a moment
longer, before offering a rare smile. ‘I reckon I can do that,’ he responded
and then turned away without another word. It was left to one of the other
agents to produce a kerchief with which to help stem the flow of blood.


 


Deputy United States Marshal Sam Torrance was in a bad way,
but not so bad that he didn’t realise he’d picked up a tail. Not having
actually seen anyone, it was more of a feeling really, but he’d been pursuing
fugitives far too long to disregard it. And given the elusive nature of his
mysterious shadow, it was all too likely to be an Indian.


As another wave of pain lanced through his skull, the lawman
knew that he somehow had to exhibit his capacity to resist . . . otherwise he
was buzzard bait for sure. Cautiously, he reached up to adjust the makeshift
bandage that he had fashioned out of one of his shirtsleeves. He knew without
looking that the material was damp with blood, but it would have to suffice, at
least until he reached what passed for civilisation out in the mid-west.


With a conscious effort, Torrance used the same hand to
shield his eyes temporarily while he searched the surrounding terrain. Up ahead
there was a small stand of oak trees and he grunted with satisfaction. Urging
his mount forward, he was soon in amongst them. Taking great care that none of
the overhanging branches came anywhere near his extremely sensitive skull, the
marshal peered around until he saw what he needed.


Struggling against the throbbing agony generated by any form
of exertion, he used the hammer that Jonas Bills had generously left him to
smash off a thin, straight branch of approximately three feet in length. Then,
using his small pocket-knife, he whittled off all the twigs, until his new possession
was relatively smooth. The effort required for all this had caused his limbs to
tremble. Although it was a far from convincing effort, it would have to do!


Resting the ‘butt’ of his new ‘rifle’ on his right thigh,
the lawman carefully wheeled his horse around and headed off a short distance
down their back trail. Reining in, he conspicuously began to draw a bead on an
imaginary enemy in a number of directions, as though demonstrating his complete
lack of fear of whoever might be out there. Finally, having made his point and
feeling thoroughly worn out, Torrance returned to his original north-westerly
course. He knew that he was running a gigantic bluff, which all depended on his
secretive companion keeping his distance for a while longer. With the hot sun
burning down on him he sighed deeply. The only thing keeping him going was the
thought that one day he would catch up with that little pus weasel Bills and
beat him flatter than hammered shit!


 


Josh pounded towards Taggart’s cabin as though the hounds of
hell were after him. He had no idea how far behind him the posse was, but with
every step he expected to hear the sound of that terrifyingly proficient
Sharps. Then movement on the river caught his eye and what he witnessed shocked
him to his core. The vitally important ferry had finally crossed over, but now
appeared to be heading back again. It was already a couple of yards from the
landing stage. On board were Russ Decker, two heavily laden horses and some
bearded cuss that Josh had never even clapped eyes on before. It was that man
who heaved on the cable, whilst the outlaw leader controlled the nervous
animals.


‘Hey, wait for me,’ Josh yelled out in utter desperation.


Taken by surprise, his boss glanced sharply over at him and
then said something to his mysterious buddy. That individual merely shook his
head and kept on pulling.


Noticeably angry at the curt dismissal, Decker bellowed back
at his sole surviving gang member. ‘Take a run at it. I’ll help you.’


Josh took a fleeting look behind him. There was movement on
the crest of the rise. His only chance was the river. Spurred on by sheer
terror, he raced towards the wooden decking. With his heart thumping and lungs
burning, he rapidly drew closer. Even as his boots hit the timber, he
recognized that the ferry was definitely out of reach. Yet if he could just get
near and grab the cable, then maybe his boss would pull him in.


‘Jump for it,’ Decker hollered encouragingly. Under the
fraught circumstances, Josh couldn’t possibly have realized that Decker’s
obvious desire for his survival stemmed from more than just genuine fellowship.
His boss had seen the very urgent need for back-up when negotiating terms with
his two ‘rescuers’.


There before him was the glistening water. He had done it.
With a last tremendous burst of speed, Josh launched himself across the
relentlessly expanding gap. Even as he did so, he hurled his Winchester onto
the deck of the ferry. One less thing to worry about. The bullet from Raoul’s
Sharps struck him when he was literally in mid-air. The stunning shock was
quite unbelievable and very suddenly nothing was possible anymore. Hitting the
surface right next to the cable, he knew he should grab a hold but no longer
had any control over his own body. As fresh blood tinged the water, Decker
could only watch in dismay as the strong current swept his last man irrevocably
out of reach and away to an unknown resting place.










Chapter
Ten


 


Raoul had accumulated three kills on this job alone. He had
done his bit and in any case, he had spotted the lone figure over on the south
bank. The half-breed knew all too well what that meant: covering fire. Veering
off to his left, the tracker slipped into the empty cabin and sought out the
stove. It was while waiting for the coffee to heat up that he took a look
around the chaotic interior. What he saw made his heart pump like an anvil
strike. Dollar bills of all denominations were strewn over the floor near one
of the cots. The remaining thieves had obviously left in a desperate hurry.


What really popped his cork was the sight of a sizeable pile
of twenty-dollar bills. His lean face momentarily lit up. Doubtless the money
was from the Wichita bank robbery, which meant that he could safely pocket it
and no one would be any the wiser. Swiftly, he did just that. To a man like him
it was a not-so-small fortune that could change his life – so long as it wasn’t
discovered on his person. Things were definitely looking up!


Ben Exley was white-faced, but determined. The way to the
river was finally clear and he intended to be there when the loot was
recovered. Cradling his injured hand, he got shakily to his feet. With his
remaining four agents around him, he clambered down the rise just in time to
witness a strange thing. The ferry, with two men and horses on its deck, was
moving out into the river and yet his tracker was just disappearing into the
cabin.


Baffled, the Pinkerton cried out, ‘What the hell is the
’breed doing? You men get over to the riverbank and lay down some fire on that
God damned ferry.’


With Raoul out of the way, the others were eager to show
some colour and so ran forward purposefully. The rapid rifle fire from the far
side caught them completely by surprise. It was both accurate and lethal. One
man died instantly; the top of his head lifted clean off. Another took a bullet
in his right shoulder as he turned to flee and suddenly it was a rout. The
three survivors raced or staggered for the cover of the cabin, rejoining their
boss on the way. As they reached it, the door abruptly opened.


‘Surprised you didn’t see that coming,’ Raoul remarked
matter of factly as they all piled in. ‘That long gun over there has got some
real power behind it. You can feel it even in here.’


‘You could have warned us,’ Exley responded bitterly.


The tracker’s eyes glinted dangerously. ‘The man that made
you bleed is feeding the fishes. I figured that had at least earned me a
coffee. Besides, even a blind man on a galloping horse could have spotted the
rifleman over yonder.’


Exley stared at him wide-eyed for a moment. Not for the
first time, Raoul had caught him off balance and this was no time to attempt a
rebuke. His wounded agent was bleeding profusely and in great pain and with
every passing minute the proceeds of the bank robbery were moving further out
of reach.


‘Fair enough,’ he responded evenly. ‘But when you’ve
finished your drink, you might see to Tucker before he bleeds to death.’ With
that, the Pinkerton boss turned away, annoyed with himself. He knew that he was
being unfair. Raoul was one of the best in the business, but there was
something about the half-breed’s manner that got under his skin. Feeling
unpleasantly light-headed, he glanced through the cabin’s only window and
watched the progress of the ferry with frustration. Just what was he going to
do about that?


As John Taggart clawed his way up the muddy bank, he heard a
gunshot from near the cabin. Knowing that anything that ended up in the water
would have to come past him, he decided it was worth investigating and so
quickly retraced his steps. As luck would have it, the ferryman spotted the
body immediately. It was one of Decker’s gun thugs and the Arkansas’s
treacherous current had conveniently carried the body over towards the south
bank.


Steeling himself for another ducking, Taggart plunged into
the river and struck out to intercept the luckless outlaw. Just on the point of
colliding with the sodden corpse, he turned aside and grabbed hold at the most
secure point . . . the gunbelt. Moments later, he heaved Josh’s carcass onto
relatively dry land. Paying it scant respect, the big man unbuckled the belt,
checked the pockets for coins and spare cartridges and then unceremoniously
pitched him back into the water. With the comforting feel of a weapon now strapped
to his waist, Taggart glared back upriver. In addition to avenging his friend,
he also wanted his God damned crossing back!


 


Russ Decker was absolutely mortified. The ferry had come to
a stop in almost exactly the same place as it had been when the one armed
cockchafer had originally escaped on it. The new ‘operator’ stood with his hand
resting lightly on the thick cable. Already Brad had adopted a proprietorial
manner, as though genuinely considering that the river crossing and everything
connected to it now belonged to him. A superior smile briefly flitted across
his bearded features and then he got down to business.


‘Those fellas in the cabin suddenly don’t seem keen to
interfere. Klee often has that affect on people, so I reckon this is as good a
place as any to talk business. Oh and in case you’re tempted to use that
carbine, you might recollect just how handy my partner is with his new toy. He
might not look much, but he’s one mean son of a bitch.’


Decker glanced over at the diminutive figure standing on the
south bank and sighed. It was quite obviously a Winchester in his hands, but it
appeared somehow more robust and powerful than the models that he was familiar
with. And there was no doubting his ability with it.


‘So how much do you need to set me down on dry land?’ he
queried, doing his best to hide the anger that surged through him. He was
acutely aware that he was now an outlaw leader without a gang.


Brad guffawed jovially, but any humour completely failed to
reach his hard eyes. ‘Now that kind of depends on what you’re carrying in those
saddle bags. Open one of them up, so’s I can take a peek,’ he instructed.


Decker gripped his long gun so hard that his knuckles turned
white. Momentarily he considered driving the horses forward, into and over the
bearded bastard and then taking his chances in the water, but then common sense
returned. Slowly and very reluctantly he began to unbuckle the nearest bag.


 


Maybe it had been the river water or more likely Naylor’s
old needle, but one way or another the wound had become infected. The constant
pain emanating from his ear gnawed at Teach like a cancer, and Baxter’s
irritating presence served as a continuous reminder of just whose fault it was.
Since fleeing Dodge City, that man had very sensibly kept his distance and held
his tongue, but their companions knew that it was only a matter of time before
he slipped up.


The previous night, the keelboat had briefly pulled in to
the north bank of the Arkansas River just outside the city of Great Bend,
Kansas. The former cow town was considerably more peaceful than Dodge and
Naylor had been able to sneak in and steal some food without provoking a hue
and cry. After that, the craft and its reluctant crew had followed the river
around the ‘great bend’ from which the settlement had been named. From then on
they would be heading relentlessly southeast into the Indian Territories,
coincidentally passing close to the city of Wichita.


It was frustration at his lack of cash and genuine concern
over their eventual destination that ultimately led Barf Baxter into a world of
hurt. The sound of persistent gunfire downriver had him reaching for one of the
sturdy wooden poles and he didn’t even bother to ask permission from his
supposed leader. Jabbing it into the river bottom, he began to alter the course
of the shallow-drafted craft.


Despite his deteriorating condition, Ed Teach had insisted
on remaining as helmsman and now regarded Baxter with irrational fury.


‘Get that God damn pole back in the boat,’ he snarled,
showering spittle over the deck. ‘I say where we go!’


‘There’s shooting up ahead,’ Baxter retorted angrily.
‘You’ve no idea where you’re taking us anyway and I sure as hell ain’t going to
take a bullet for you.’


Teach’s sickly pallor abruptly disappeared as his hairy
features took on a scarlet hue. ‘You gutless piece of shit,’ he barked out.
‘I’ve taken all I’m going to from you. It’s time to come to conclusions.’ With
that, he simply released his grip on the steering oar and barrelled down the
starboard side of the boat.


Not for the first time, Rio cried out, ‘Oh, not again!’ Yet
this time he wasn’t able to step in and take over immediately. He was well to
the front of the craft and had all his efforts on keeping his footing as it
veered sharply to the right. And then he too heard the shooting down river.
‘Perhaps we should pull in to the bank, boss,’ he called. ‘Just until we find
out what’s happening up ahead.’


He might as well have been talking to the man in the moon,
because their crazed leader continued on his manic course. This time Baxter had
nowhere to run to and like so many he had never learned to swim. As he stared
aghast at Teach’s massive figure advancing on him, any semblance of logical
thought left him. Instead of drawing a weapon, he dragged his ten-foot long
pole from the water and swung it around in a great sweeping blow.


If it had connected, it would have sent his assailant
flying, but Teach merely ducked under it and with a triumphant roar launched
himself across the last few feet. Belatedly realizing his mistake, Baxter
dropped the pole as though it was made from hot coals, but before he could draw
his knife the big man was upon him.


Days of pent up anger and frustration resulted in Teach
resorting to the most primeval form of assault. Reaching out, he seized his
unfortunate victim by the throat with devastating force. ‘I’m gonna crush you
like a bug,’ he informed him through gritted teeth.


‘For Christ’s sake, boss, you’ll kill him,’ Naylor cried out
in protest, but he made no attempt to intervene.


Rio might have stepped in, but his prime concern was to save
the boat. It was heading straight for the south bank and certain destruction.
Just as on the last occasion when he had saved them, he grabbed the steering
oar and heaved it over with all his might.


Oblivious to anything other than his constricting airway,
Baxter kicked and punched with all his failing strength, but it was to no
avail. The great brute had him in a death grip that could have only one
outcome. Spittle showered over his face as his assailant cried out in triumph.
As the dying man’s vision began to cloud, he instinctively seized his knife and
plunged its keen blade into Teach’s side. It proved to be his last action on
God’s earth. The huge man howled like the wounded beast that he was, but rather
than relinquish his hold he instead pushed Baxter over to the forward gunwale.
Then, uttering a great roar, he literally lifted his victim off the deck and
hurled him over the side.


Rio had just regained control of the keelboat when two
things claimed his attention in quick succession. Necessarily ignoring the
desperate struggle in the bow, he peered ahead and suddenly noticed, a short
distance downriver, another craft. Only this one appeared to be stationary.
With other matters on his mind, it took him a few moments to recognize it for
what it was: a ferry connected to both banks by a stout cable. Reacting with a
landlubber’s mentality, the realization that the Arkansas was effectively
blocked horrified him. With no idea what to do, panic began to surge through
his body. Then, as if that wasn’t bad enough, he witnessed Baxter’s corpse
hurled over the side and instinctively jerked the steering oar to avoid him.


Up in the front of the boat, Naylor witnessed Baxter’s
demise with dismay. Superstitiously crossing himself, he whispered, ‘Adios,
compadre. At least you finally took a bath!’


Teach collapsed to his knees, clutching his side. The dead
man’s blade remained in his flesh and he was undecided as to how to stem the
flow of blood. Whether it was a mortal wound was not immediately apparentt to
Naylor, but the scene held his fascinated attention until, to his great
surprise he heard raised voices directly in front of them. Glancing downriver,
he was absolutely appalled to see a ferry complete with passengers only yards
away. One of the men on board was actually pointing a weapon at him, so he
dropped down below the gunwale and helplessly waited for the impact.


 


Sam Torrance had completely lost track of time. The
throbbing in his head just never went away and all the time he had to keep
checking the horizon for any sign of whoever was trailing him. The sound of
gunfire off to the northeast had come as a complete surprise to him, but in a
way it was a relief. It meant that there were at least some tangible people up
ahead, rather than the mysterious, unseen phantom that he was still convinced
was on his tail. Or just maybe he was so far gone that his mind was playing
tricks on him.


Wearily, the lawman reined in and glanced up at the sun.
Then he spent a while scrutinizing his surroundings. Despite the constant pain,
it suddenly came to him that he was back on vaguely familiar territory, which
could only mean that John Taggart and his friend appeared to be in some kind of
trouble. He had been hoping to get help at the crossing, but it now seemed as
though it was the massive ferryman who was in need as well. Torrance shook his
head in resignation and instantly regretted it. Then, clutching his homemade
rifle, he urged his tired animal forward. He had always prided himself on the
fact that he could handle any situation that came his way and now that belief
was about to be put to the test!


 


Brad’s eyes widened like saucers as they settled on the
gleaming gold coins in the saddle-bag. He’d never seen so much of anything
worth having in one place before. No wonder the son of a bitch next to him was
so desperate to get across the river.


‘What is it? What’s he carrying?’ came a call from the
riverbank. There was no hiding the eager curiosity in Klee’s voice.


Brad’s mind was suddenly a mass of competing ideas. How
could he relieve this stranger of the gold without sharing it with his
diminutive companion?


Under the strained circumstances, it was remarkable that
anyone actually spotted the new arrival on the river, but a flicker of movement
somehow registered in Klee’s peripheral vision. Twitching with surprise, he
glanced to his left and suddenly all his attention was taken by the long, sleek
craft heading directly towards the ferry.


‘Sweet Jesus! What are they up to?’ he cried out. His
concern was genuine, but related more to whatever was in the saddle-bags than
to the survival of the men before him. ‘Move your ass, Brad,’ he bellowed out.
‘They’re out to ram you for sure!’


Otherwise occupied, that man glanced around utterly
bewildered. Then both he and Decker saw the keelboat and the colour drained
from their faces. Temporarily unarmed, Brad could only stare in horror at the
vessel slicing through the water towards them. His passenger had a greater
range of options. Decker fired one warning shot before desperately searching
for a live target. Somehow sensing danger, the horses beside him snickered
nervously.


Two men appeared to be sheltering behind the forward
gunwale, whilst a third man was at the rear, but he was mostly protected by the
central cabin. Cursing vividly, the bank robber got one more shot off, before
reluctantly accepting that they were going to be rammed. A louder report
sounded on the riverbank, but completely failed to alter the inevitable.


It was then that Russ Decker proved just how resourceful he
really was. Hurling his Winchester over to the south bank, he hissed at Brad,
‘You’d better swim for it, fella.’


Brad glanced at him in dismay. ‘I never learned.’


‘Shouldn’t be running a ferry then,’ Decker muttered as he
grabbed the saddle-bags off his animal. The keelboat was nearly upon them and
timing would be critical.


With the collision mere seconds away, he heard a loud splash
and grinned mirthlessly. The new ferry operator had obviously overcome his fear
of water and abandoned ship, his career effectively over. Gripping the heavy
bags in both hands, Decker swung them around in a full circle and then with a
tremendous heave sent them on their way . . . directly into the approaching
craft!


With a great rending crash, the inevitable impact occurred.
At that very moment he sucked in a deep breath and leapt into the river on the
opposite side to Brad and Klee. No one could have foreseen the unlikely outcome
of the collision. Drawing such a shallow draft, the keelboat literally rode up
over the strongly constructed ferry, bowling Decker’s horses aside as though
they were mere skittles. Wrenched from their tethers, the poor creatures
screamed in anguish as they plunged into the river, to be swept away like so
many men had been that day.


The inertia created by the sheer weight of the silver ore
prevented the boat from simply slipping on into the water. Instead it ground to
a halt on top of the ferry, which in turn settled just below the surface, still
connected to both banks by its thick cable. The fact that that lifeline still
remained in place was a bonus for Russ Decker. Clinging to it like a limpet, he
stared in amazement at the now conjoined craft and pondered how to recover his
‘Double Eagles’.










Chapter
Eleven


 


Ben Exley couldn’t believe his eyes. Even the throbbing
agony in his right hand was temporarily expunged by the extraordinary events on
the Arkansas River. Any sane man would have expected to see the whole ‘kit and
kaboodle’ drifting off with the current and yet the remaining outlaw and his
ill-gotten gains appeared to be still within reach . . . just!


Glancing around at his surviving agents, he quickly
deliberated over which one to send in pursuit. His choice was really very
simple, but he hated having to rely on the same man yet again. Sighing, he
turned away from the window. One thing was for sure, there was paper money
aplenty strewn around the cabin, but no gold.


‘Raoul, I’ve got a big ask for you.’


That man’s reptilian eyes bored into his for a long moment,
before he demonstrated yet again that very little escaped his notice. ‘If I go
into that river, Mister Exley, I ain’t just on wages anymore.’


The Pinkerton boss recoiled slightly. He had noticed before
that once away from civilization the half-breed tracker became kind of uppity,
until sometimes Exley wondered just who was in charge. It had to stop and so,
although time was short and the situation desperate, he decided he wasn’t
prepared to roll over entirely.


‘If you recover some of the bank’s funds, I guarantee you a
cash bonus. And if that means swimming the Arkansas, then so be it. Truth is,
if it wasn’t for this hand, I’d do it myself.’


As he regarded the dapper agent in his bowler and smart
duds, spoilt only by copious bloodstains, Raoul smiled bleakly. He had always
considered his boss to be a blowhard city slicker, out of his depth on the
frontier and so consequently it wasn’t quite a done deal. ‘And anything Wells
Fargo lays claim to counts as well,’ he added pointedly.


Exley gritted his teeth. The raw stump where his trigger
finger had been was paining him something awful. ‘Yeah, yeah. Of course,’ he
snapped. ‘Just get moving.’


Raoul deliberately held his gaze for a moment longer. He
still wasn’t finished. ‘Answer me this. Why don’t we just shoot everything that
moves on that boat and then recover the money in our own sweet time?’


Exley’s eyes widened in genuine horror. ‘Because we don’t
know who all’s on it, that’s why. We’re paid to enforce the law and those
rivermen could simply be honest traders who lost control of it. We can’t just
kill everyone that we come across. And when you get over there, you’ll remember
that. Clear?’


Raoul favoured him with a thin smile, before bending down to
remove his footwear. ‘I guess so, but I sure ain’t risking a pair of ten dollar
boots in that river,’ he declared by way of explanation. Turning away, he
stowed them under one of the two cots and in doing so slipped his thick wad of
twenty-dollar bills tightly inside one of the finely crafted leather boots.


‘You two fellas keep me covered, you hear?’ he growled at
the remaining able-bodied agents as he made for the door. ‘This ain’t the day I
die in some river!’


Mere seconds before the collision, Naylor got the shock of
his worthless life. Seemingly from out of nowhere, two heavy saddle-bags
tumbled into view and thumped down on the deck next to him. But that was far
from all. One of the pouches hadn’t been fastened properly and as it flew
through the air, gold coins suddenly cascaded over him. The outlaw’s jaw literally
dropped in amazement and his tongue flopped moronically into view, as though he
intended to taste his unexpected windfall.


Then one craft hit the other with a shocking impact that
jarred Naylor’s teeth together. The trauma of biting through his own tongue
drained all the colour from his face and temporarily blotted out any thoughts
of the gold. The bow of the keelboat then rode up over the ferry, sending the
two horses on it careering into the water. Naylor, whose mouth was now foaming
with blood, helplessly rolled backwards. All the while there was a tremendous
creaking and groaning sound, as though the timbers beneath him were actually
alive and suffering.


Ed Teach was also bleeding profusely from the wound in his
side, but his eyes lit up with glee at the sight of the glorious ‘Double
Eagles’. Even the great impact failed to deflect his rapt attention. Every man
and his dog knew that gold was worth far more than the stinking silver ore that
they had saddled themselves with. What happened next, however, did give him
something else to think on.


The soaking wet figure of Russ Decker suddenly vaulted over
the gunwale. In his right hand he clutched a cocked revolver. ‘I don’t know who
you stupid sons of bitches are, but those saddle bags belong to me, so back
off!’


Naylor, still addled by pain and shock, mumbled something
unintelligible. Flecks of his blood landed on some of the coins, which found
little favour with Decker.


‘I said back off, you dumb bastard.’ He stared at him
curiously. ‘What ails you, anyhow?’


‘Mu, mu,’ was Naylor’s pathetic attempt at conversation, but
it did serve to claim Decker’s momentary interest.


Ed Teach, having already decided that the gold was now his,
took the opportunity to draw his revolver, but blood loss and pain slowed him down.
Even as he cleared leather, the movement registered on Decker’s peripheral
vision. The bank robber turned to his left and dropped the hammer. To his great
relief, the cartridge had remained watertight and detonated with a satisfying
crash.


The heavy bullet struck Teach in his chest. Already weakened
by the knife thrust, he stared down in stunned amazement as blood seeped out of
the latest hole in his body.


‘Everything’s against me today,’ he muttered plaintively,
before falling face down onto the deck. As luck would have it, he died with a
gold ‘Double Eagle’ pressing firmly into his grubby forehead.


 


It was gunfire on or near the river that alerted him to a
changing situation. As John Taggart stealthily made his way back along the
bank, he was utterly appalled at the sight of a rogue poleboat heading straight
for his ferry. He only just stifled a warning cry. Jacob’s diminutive killer
was standing guard further down the bank, his attention fully occupied by the
events on the river and Taggart wanted to keep it that way. Besides, those on
the ferry were no friends of his. He flinched as the inevitable collision
occurred, but maintained his silence. The ferry could be rebuilt, but he would
have to be alive to do it.


It was said that nobody knew how to hate like an Indian, but
as the massive ferryman moved in on his prey, his heart was filled with venom.
The man before him had murdered his only true friend and now he would pay. A
single shot rang out on the keelboat and Klee took aim, but held his fire. He was
obviously not directly threatened and choosing to wait on events.


‘Well he won’t have to wait much longer,’ Taggart decided.
Staying low, so as to remain hidden from those on the river, he moved around in
a wide arc that kept him behind the little bastard. Josh’s Colt was cocked and
ready in its new owner’s hand. Taking it in a two-handed grip, that man aimed
directly at Klee’s back. His finger was just tightening on the trigger when a
bearded face unexpectedly appeared over the brow of the banking. Even though
sodden and bedraggled, it was still immediately recognizable.


Brad’s eyes betrayed his sudden shock at the scene before
him and provided his partner with a warning of sorts. Klee, his reactions honed
from years on the dodge, twisted around to face his assailant with the speed of
a cat, but even that wasn’t fast enough. Taggart’s bullet tore into his right
shoulder. The agony that coursed through his right arm caused the scrawny cuss
to drop his heavy rifle. Taggart, noting that Brad appeared to be unarmed,
concentrated all his fury on Jacob’s killer.


‘You’ve got this coming, you little runt,’ he snarled.
Cocking and firing in one fluid motion, he deliberately placed another piece of
lead straight into Klee’s other shoulder. ‘That was for Jacob and all the other
poor southern boys you’ve harmed!’ The little man’s eyes bulged in their
sockets as he tried to comprehend what was happening to him, but the pain
surging through his tortured body was overwhelming. As he tottered feebly
backwards, his persecutor added, ‘And this is for me.’


The third bullet struck Klee’s skull. The little man died
messily, but without a sound, his shattered body toppling backwards into the
Arkansas River. As luck would have it, he entered the water in exactly the same
place as his one-armed victim had earlier that day. Although nodding with
satisfaction, John Taggart felt a strange emptiness come over him. He might
have avenged his friend, but nothing was going to bring him back again. And yet
he was to be allowed little time for reflection.


Taking advantage of Taggart’s pre-occupation, Brad charged
towards him and kicked his feet out from under. The massive ferryman went down
like a felled oak, dropping his revolver in the process, but the outlaw had
sense enough to recognize that he was unlikely to come out on top in a
fistfight. Playing safe, he went for the rifle that he had coveted so much
after the grisly death of Jonas Bills. As his hands closed around the heavy
weapon, he turned to finish the job . . . and found his opponent not only back
on his feet, but coming straight for him.


Instinctively, Brad knew that he wouldn’t be able to level
the rifle in time, so instead he swung it around at head height. Unfortunately
for him, his enemy was taller even than Abe Lincoln had been and so the stock
merely slammed into a solid shoulder. Taggart grunted with pain and recoiled
slightly. He was still struggling to recover the wind that had been knocked out
of him. Brad kept on coming and unleashed another swing. On this occasion, the big
man managed to block it and at the same time grab hold of the barrel. Brad was
no lightweight himself and he had enough power and momentum behind him to force
Taggart back to the ground. Desperately the two men struggled in the grass for
possession of the Winchester.


‘I should have killed you days ago when I had the chance,’
the ferryman spat out.


 


‘What the hell’s happening over there?’ Ben Exley had been
watching Raoul as that man dragged his way across the fast flowing river, but
was now distracted by the outbreak of violence on the far bank. One thing was
for sure; he and his men would no longer be under threat from that quarter.
‘You two, get back out there,’ he commanded. ‘Cover Raoul, but no shooting
unless I say so. With luck they’ll all kill each other, without us having to do
anything.’


Leaving their badly wounded associate to bleed out, the
three men moved outside and over towards the landing stage. It was then that
the Pinkerton boss suddenly glimpsed an unknown horseman heading towards the south
bank.


‘Who are all these people?’ he muttered.


 


Russ Decker heard the report of a revolver up on the nearest
riverbank and instinctively ducked down behind the gunwale. Two more shots
crashed out and then he glimpsed a body tumble down the banking and into the
water.


‘There sure is some blood-letting going on around here
today,’ he remarked, only half to himself. Turning his attention back to the
stranded boat, he was just in time to see the man with the bleeding mouth
disappear around the side of the central cabin. His temporary isolation only
seemed to highlight his own particular problem. He was still in possession of
the stolen gold, but he had nowhere to go with it. The God damn boat was almost
high and dry. Pinkertons controlled the north bank and whoever was left to the
south would doubtless want to steal it from him.


Sighing, the bank robber quickly collected up the fallen
coins and secured them in the saddle-bag. Then, with the germ of an idea
forming, he decided to see just who else there was on the boat. Making his way
cautiously towards the rear, he went along the other side to that taken by
Naylor, so as to keep the bulk of the cabin between himself and the remaining
Pinkertons.


That man was unsuccessfully trying to describe the presence
of some glorious gold coins to his only remaining companion. Rio had sensibly
kept to the back of the boat during and after the collision. He hadn’t realized
that the shot that killed Teach had actually been triggered on board. Now he
was trying to make sense of a man with no tongue and whose features were
dripping with blood and snot. Then a big son of a bitch, whom he had never
clapped eyes on before, came around the side of the cabin holding a cocked
revolver. Belatedly, Rio made a move for his own gun.


‘Don’t even think about it,’ hissed Decker. ‘You’d be
already dead if I didn’t need you for something. Do what I tell you and I might
let both of you live.’


The knife-fighter regarded him curiously, before
demonstrating just how sharp he really was. ‘If you’re by chance wanting this
boat back in the water, then you’re wasting your time, mister.’


Decker was impressed, but did his best to hide the fact.
‘And why might that be?’


‘Because when we stole it in Colorado, it was full of silver
ore and we haven’t yet found anyone fool enough to buy it. All of which means
this is one heavy sucker!’


Decker considered that response for a moment, before proving
that he too was no dullard. ‘This thing’s known as a poleboat, yeah? Which
means it’s got poles on board. Get one apiece and mosey on down to the sharp
end. Oh and drop that gunbelt, so’s you don’t get tempted.’ Clicking his
fingers, he added, ‘And make it snappy. Everybody seems to want a piece of what
I’m packing.’


 


With air back in his lungs, John Taggart began to feel his
immense strength returning. Both men still gripped the heavy Winchester.
Whoever got control of that would without doubt be the victor. Although his
adversary was still on top of him, legs straddling his body, the massive
ferryman had the ground beneath him to use for leverage. With a tremendous
surge of power, he suddenly extended his arms and twisted the weapon to one
side. As Brad began to lose his dominant position, Taggart redoubled his
efforts to retain the advantage. Sweat pored from his bearded face, but he just
couldn’t stop the inevitable. It was like fighting a man mountain.


Taggart grunted with satisfaction as he rolled the other man
onto his side. Now all he needed was to yank the rifle from his grasp, but that
was easier said than done. Brad clung on with the strength of desperation,
before suddenly doing the unexpected. Releasing one hand, he bunched it into a
fist and planted a vicious blow onto Taggart’s nose. The outlaw was rewarded
with the agreeable crunch of breaking bone. His opponent had been in fights
before, but nothing could have prepared the ferryman for the shocking pain that
spread over his face. Tears unavoidably welled up in his eyes, completely
clouding his sight.


Sensing victory, Brad unleashed another brutal clout that only
compounded Taggart’s misery, before returning his full attention to the rifle.
With two hands again holding it, he gave a tremendous heave and abruptly it was
back in his possession. What he should really have done then was clamber back
out of reach and open fire, but he was consumed by an overwhelming bloodlust.
His only desire was to bludgeon his troublesome opponent to death with the gun
butt. Drawing his arms back, he lined up a tremendous swing at Taggart’s
defenceless skull.


The blow, when it landed, struck with the dreadful force of
a sledgehammer, shattering bone and unleashing a mess of blood and brain
matter. Death was instantaneous and the lifeless body lay slumped on the
sun-baked ground, fit only for carrion birds.


John Taggart’s vision finally began to clear. The pain in
and around his nose was intolerable, but there was also no denying the amazing
fact that he was still alive. Screwing his eyes up against the bright light, he
gazed up at the strange shape looming over him.


‘Never thought I’d see that lovely rifle again,’ Sam
Torrance muttered, his voice laced with exhaustion, ‘Or my horse. This bull
turd must have had a run in with my prisoner. I guess that means I won’t be
seeing Jonas Bills again.’ There was a thump, as the US Marshal dropped
something heavy and then, very slowly, he sank down onto the grass next to the
man whose life he had just saved. ‘I’ve brought your hammer back. Thought you
might have missed it!’










Chapter
Twelve


 


As the Pinkerton Detective Agency’s tracker laboriously
heaved his way, arm over arm, across the Arkansas River, he roundly cursed Ben
Exley. Raoul’s water-logged clothes were acting as a drag on him and he was
cold and angry. All his life, he’d had to eat dirt from the likes of the
Pinkerton boss, but it was going to be different after this job. His stash of
twenty-dollar bills would see to that. Yet for the present, he still had to
finish the job in hand.


He paused for a moment to catch his breath and check on the
situation. Because the ferry was now mostly under water, the cable that he
clung to was taut and completely submerged. Which in turn resulted in his being
barely visible above the surface and as yet undiscovered. There had been
shooting up on the crest of the south bank and now there was nobody in sight,
which was possibly a good thing. Reliance on others did not come easily to
Raoul, but he knew that he would just have to trust Exley and his men to
protect him from any threat over there. Then he witnessed a strange thing.


Two men clutching long poles gingerly lowered themselves
over the side of the keelboat, so that they were soon standing with their feet
awash on the ferry. Another fellow with a gun appeared to be threatening them.
They then wedged their poles under the bow of the boat and began to heave on
them. Raoul scoffed at their efforts. With the current flowing against the
stern, he reckoned that they had little chance of success.


Decker peered over the side and swore. He had scant
knowledge of riverboats, but common sense now told him that the weight of the
silver combined with the current meant that his prisoners’ efforts were doomed
to failure. So, if he couldn’t go back, then he might as well go forward. It
didn’t matter a damn where the craft took him, so long as it was out of reach
of the tarnal Pinkertons!


‘You’re wasting your time with them poles,’ Decker hollered.
‘You with the big knife. Cut through that cable pronto and you’re a free man.’


Rio, up to his ankles in water and thoroughly unhappy, was
horrified. ‘If I cut through the rope, this whole God damn thing’ll go
sideways. I might be crushed to death!’


Decker regarded him bleakly. ‘Well yeah, I’ll allow that
might happen, but if you don’t do it you’re a dead man for sure!’


Rio stared up at the muzzle of the revolver pointing directly
at him and briefly weighed his options. Naylor, blood-soaked and miserable, had
immediately ceased work and was just staring numbly at the encroaching water.
He would be no help at all in any standoff. It seemed that the reluctant river
pirate had no choice.


Drawing his broad-bladed Bowie Knife, Rio moved over to the
edge of the submerged ferry nearest the south bank. Once the cable was cut, he
would then with luck be able to use the remains of it to get to dry land. If he
didn’t get shot in the back first! Shaking his head with distaste, he crouched
down and slipped into the water. Gripping the massive rope with his left hand,
he began to cut into the strands.


 


Raoul watched as the man drew his knife and reluctantly
entered the river. He knew exactly what that signified and couldn’t let it
stand. Drawing his own knife, he wedged it between his teeth and then rapidly
began closing on the conjoined craft. His almost submerged approach remained
unseen by the two men left aboard. Naylor was in a world of his own, whilst
Decker continued to train his revolver on the man doing the work.


Reaching the north facing side of the ferry, the Pinkerton
man took in a deep breath and then launched himself under the solid framework.
Gripping the timbers, he pulled his way across until he was able to see the
legs of his target. His instinct was to strike a mortal blow, but then Exley’s
words came back to him. ‘We can’t just kill everyone that we come across’.


Raoul paused momentarily, before deciding, ‘The hell with
it. It’s my life!’


Kicking out strongly, he aimed directly at his prey’s belly,
only to be thwarted as Rio abruptly shifted position to get a better grip.
Nevertheless, the blade penetrated deep into that man’s left thigh. Suddenly
assailed by shocking pain, he still had sufficient presence of mind to know
exactly what had happened. In his home state, Rio had gained a fearsome
reputation as a knife-fighter and so reacted with lightning speed.
Relinquishing his hold on the cable, he ducked underwater and swept his blade
from side to side. Startled by the sudden defence, Raoul swam to his right,
hoping for an opening that he could exploit.


Up in the keelboat, Decker simultaneously spotted both the
bloodstains in the water and the would-be assassin. ‘Sweet Jesus,’ he exclaimed.
‘It’s just one thing after another!’


Taking rapid aim, he fired down into the river. His hurried
shot missed, but it had the effect of bringing a hornet’s nest down on him. On
the north bank, Exley bellowed out, ‘He must be shooting at Raoul. Open fire!’


His two men opened up with their Winchesters, sending a
fusillade of hot lead towards the boat. Their firing was enthusiastic rather
than accurate, but it had the effect of sending Decker down onto the deck. With
that man immobilised, Rio no longer had any reason to remain, but sadly he was
now quite unnecessarily fighting for his life. Aided by the water’s buoyancy,
his wound was not quite the handicap that it would have been on land. With
practised skill, the seasoned knife-fighter jabbed his weapon forward, all the
time shifting it from hand to hand to confuse his opponent.


Recognizing that he was up against a professional, Raoul
remained on the defensive. Their blades clashed, but with his superior mobility
he managed to remain just out of reach. The man-hunter well knew that whoever
needed air first was finished and that was likely to be his adversary.


With his deep wound bleeding profusely, Rio could feel
himself weakening. His head was pounding and he desperately needed air. If only
he could make a kill first. Abruptly tucking in both arms before him, he kicked
out strongly. The pain in his left leg was sickening, but the move had
succeeded in confusing the Pinkerton. Rio couldn’t be sure from which angle the
next attack would come. All he could do was retreat and he only just made it.


Rio’s left hand streaked out. The knife point sliced through
Raoul’s cotton shirt and carved a shallow wound across his chest. Belatedly, he
brought his own blade in to attack, but his assailant suddenly wasn’t there.
Rio couldn’t remain under water any longer and had surfaced just to the south
of the vessels. Frantically sucking air into his lungs, he wildly slashed
around him but it was a hopeless effort. He just could not cope with any
assault from underneath.


Shaken by his narrow escape, Raoul moved in on his
defenceless prey like an attacking shark. Coming from below, his blade
viciously lanced up into Rio’s groin. That man howled in agony as he thrashed
about. The next penetration came in his belly and then it was quite simply all
over. Rio relinquished his hold on the big Bowie and surrendered to the
Arkansas’s current. As yet another bleeding corpse was swept off to the
south-east, Raoul gratefully filled his lungs. There was a smile on his face.
Yet again he had come out on top. There seemed to be no stopping him.


John Taggart peered cautiously over the crest of the
banking. He was just in time to see Raoul’s head break the surface. The
grinning stranger had a knife in each hand and one of them was a very distinctive
Bowie. On the keelboat, Russ Decker had scrambled over to the south side to
escape the Pinkertons’ persistent gunfire. The massive ferryman had no idea who
it was in the river, but he easily recognized the bank robber and so rapidly
backed off.


‘Mind if I borrow your fine rifle?’ he quietly asked the
recumbent marshal.


That man stared up at him sternly. ‘I reckon. But don’t
forget that I carry the law. I won’t see you murder anyone, you hear?’


Taggart nodded wearily. ‘There’s been more than enough
killing on account of this river crossing.’ So saying, he returned to the crest
and took aim.


He was just in time, because Decker had decided that he
didn’t like the look of the lone swimmer. Not that he ever really took to
anyone. After checking that the cabin was between him and the Pinkertons, the
outlaw swung his revolver over the weathered gunwale.


Without any warning the rifle bullet smacked into timber,
sending splinters into the left side of Decker’s face. He yelped with pain and
surprise and then sensibly froze. Treading water below him, Raoul twisted
around as he searched for the latest threat. So it was that when Taggart rose
to his full height, he had both their attention.


‘You, felon,’ he called out. ‘You so much as twitch without
my say so and you’re dead. Savvy?’


Decker stared at him in silent disbelief, before nodding
slowly.


‘You in the water,’ Taggart continued. ‘I don’t know who you
are, so get onto the ferry and keep quiet. And don’t even think about using
those toothpicks or I’ll blow you to hell!’ Without waiting for a response, he
raised his voice and boomed out across the river. ‘You there. Identify
yourselves!’


He didn’t have long to wait.


‘We’re employed by the Pinkerton Detective Agency,’ replied
Ben Exley. ‘Charged with recovering all monies stolen from the Farmers’ and
Merchants’ Bank in Wichita. The man in the water works for me.’


Despite the situation, Taggart chuckled. He held an ace in
the hole that was going to make the fellows across the river mighty unhappy.


‘Well, Mister Pinkerton man, my name’s John Taggart. I own
this crossing and I’ve got a federal officer over here who’ll vouch for me.’ In
a muttered aside, he added, ‘That’s if he ever gets up again.’


‘I heard that, you son of a bitch,’ retorted the marshal
painfully.


‘So he’ll be taking control of any money recovered,’ Taggart
continued remorselessly.


There was a stunned silence on the north bank as Exley
digested that, but it didn’t last long. ‘I’ll need more than just your word to
convince me of that. I’ve no knowledge of any federal officer working in these
parts. I need proof!’


‘I’ll get to that,’ Taggart replied, before putting the
Pinkertons firmly from his mind. Glancing over at Decker he instructed, ‘Toss
that hand gun into the river, now.’


Decker glared back at him and did nothing. The powerful
Winchester crashed out again and the bullet missed him by a whisker before
slamming into the cabin.


‘Don’t test me, mister,’ the ferryman barked. ‘I’ve got a
powerful urge to kill you.’


As the revolver dropped into the water close to Raoul,
Taggart glanced down at him. ‘You really one of Allan Pinkerton’s men?’


The other man nodded eagerly, keen to get back on dry land.


‘What’s with the bleeding mute over there? Who’s he work
for?’


‘I think he came on the keelboat,’ Raoul answered. ‘Can I
get out of here now? I’m bleeding myself.’


‘Uhuh,’ Taggart responded with a notable lack of sympathy.
‘But I want you on the boat first. There must be a river anchor somewhere in
the cabin. Get moving.’


Despite his unfavourable situation, Raoul eyed the big man
dangerously. ‘Just who do you think you are, talking to me in such a way?’


The ferryman favoured him with a cold smile. ‘I’m a man with
a big gun and an itch to use it. Don’t test me, boy.’


Although seething with anger, Raoul swam over to the ferry
and climbed on to its waterlogged decking. From there, he boarded the boat and
disappeared into the cabin. Bare moments passed before he returned holding a
long coil of rope and dragging a heavy anchor. In all their time on the craft,
Teach and his associates hadn’t even thought to look for such a thing.


‘So what do I do with this, man with a big gun?’ he queried.


Completely ignoring the sarcasm, Taggart was quick to
respond. ‘Wedge it behind the gunwale. That’s the side of the boat to you. And
then take a short swim over here with the rope.’


Raoul glared at him, but again did as he was instructed. In
spite of his instinctive resentment of all authority, he was beginning to
develop a grudging admiration for the big man, who seemed to know exactly what
he was about.


A short while later, Raoul arrived on the south bank holding
the rope end. Taggart was quick to utilize it. There were six animals grazing
near the river. Ignoring the heavily laden mules, he picked the two sturdiest
horses and fastened the rope around their saddle horns. Glancing down at the
marshal, he asked, ‘You able to ride one of these?’


That man slowly got to his feet. ‘I reckon so.’


The ferryman smiled at him with genuine warmth, before
moving back to the crest. ‘Decker,’ he called out. ‘Best gather up those saddle
bags and hold tight. You ain’t going far, but it’ll be bumpy.’ Then his eyes
settled on Naylor’s pathetic figure. ‘You’d best get clear, fella,’ he
hollered.


That man gazed up at him numbly, but made no effort to move.


‘Suit yourself,’ Taggart grunted, before turning to the
dripping tracker. ‘Take a pull on this rope with me, huh. That’s no lightweight
down there.’ As the two men took a firm grip, he beckoned at Sam Torrance.
‘Anytime you’re ready, old man.’


The marshal’s likely response was lost in the sound of hoof
beats and human grunting as all involved strained on the rope. They in turn
were soon overwhelmed by tremendous creaking and rending noises from the
Arkansas, as all the effort got a result, albeit not one that Taggart had
intended. The keelboat was dragged off the ferry all right, but the iron anchor
destroyed the gunwale in the process. With the boat hitting the river side on,
it immediately began to take on water.


Decker instantly recognized the danger. He had wisely
remained at the front and so quickly heaved his saddle-bags onto the now
visible ferry, before following on himself. Naylor, who had been shaken off his
feet, gazed in bewilderment at their sudden arrival.


‘Don’t even think about it,’ Decker snarled, although in
truth the Double Eagles really weren’t his anymore.


Taggart watched as the boat sank below the surface. ‘Well
that didn’t pan out quite the way I intended,’ he remarked. ‘But at least I’ve
got my ferry back.’ The big man chuckled for the first time in two days, before
moving over to release the horses from their burden.


Sam Torrance had dismounted and slowly ambled over to the
crest. Glancing down at the ferry, he called out. ‘You two fellas had better
get to pulling on that rope. I ain’t swimming anywhere this day.’


Russ Decker sighed resignedly. He was pragmatic enough to
realize that he was played out. He had tried and lost. This time! ‘Take a hold
of that cable,’ he snarled at Naylor. ‘Or I’ll kick you so hard, you’ll be
wearing your ass for a hat.’


That man stared at him for a moment, before shuffling over
to do as he was told. ‘Gnun,’ he nonsensically responded. The traumatic loss of
his tongue seemed to have affected far more than just his speech.


The three men stood just below the crest of the banking and
watched as the ferry slowly made its way towards them. With Torrance’s tacit
agreement, Taggart retained the big rifle. The marshal was quite obviously at
the end of his tether and neither of them was fully convinced of Raoul’s bona
fides. And then of course there was the bank robber, who had more than
demonstrated his belligerence.


‘Just don’t get to liking that long gun too much,’ the
lawman managed.


So it was that when the ferry finally arrived, the
Winchester’s temporary owner remarked to the tracker, ‘I need to keep this gun
on those two pus weasels, so I’d be much obliged if you’d round up the horses.’


Remarkably, Raoul acquiesced without argument and squelched
back up to the crest. What he said next stunned the other two. ‘Well that won’t
take long. There’s only the one here, although I’ll allow he’s a fine looking
animal.’


Despite the relentless pain in his skull, Marshal Torrance
made the effort to join him. What he saw brought a grim smile to his haggard
features. Sure enough, there remained only the one animal and for some
incomprehensible reason it was his.


‘Well I’ll be. Only an Indian could have managed that, so
there was one dogging my trail after all. He could have picked me off anytime
he’d wanted, but he chose to wait and he’s the richer for it.’ The lawman shook
his head in amazement, but then immediately regretted it. It seemed that there
was just no accounting for the way an Indian thought!










Chapter
Thirteen


 


There was no logical reason for it, but Raoul could feel
eyes on him wherever he went. Guilt had a way of doing that to a man. His feet
were sore and he wanted his boots. Yet there lay the rub. When he did recover
them, he would need some time alone to transfer the thick wad of cash. And the
cabin’s other bed was now occupied by a Deputy US Marshal who, although sorely
injured, still possessed eyes like gimlets.


The ferry, miraculously intact, had finally returned to its
rightful place on the north bank. Its owner was nursing nothing more serious
than a broken nose and some pretty impressive cuts and bruises, but it would be
a long time before he got over the trauma of losing such a close companion to a
pair of low-life traders.


In the absence of iron shackles, Russ Decker had his hands
firmly tied behind his back. He stared into the middle distance, completely
ignoring those around him. His immediate future would inevitably involve hard
labour in a federal prison, but such a man never stayed down for long. It was
just a crying shame that he had to have been thwarted by a half-breed!


The sunken keelboat’s only survivor faced an uncertain
future. Since nobody could ascertain his name and Sam Torrance was unaware of
any paper out on him, Naylor was free to go, but his options were decidedly
limited. Emptying bar room spittoons or begging for dimes would likely cover
it.


Ben Exley had definitely experienced better outcomes to an
assignment. His right hand was permanently disfigured and he had had agency
dead to bury and read over. Compounding that was the presence of a federal
officer, which meant that his organization was unable to claim credit for
recovering the gold. The best that the Pinkertons could hope for was to charge
a flat fee for the time and effort involved. All in all, he’d had a belly full
of Taggart’s Crossing. It was time to be gone. He glanced curiously over at his
tracker. The ’breed had been acting squirrelly all day.


‘There’s nothing holding us here, Raoul,’ he remarked. ‘So
unless you figure on riding barefoot, you’d best get your boots. We’re leaving.’


That man stared back for a moment as though about to say
something. Instead, Raoul finally turned and padded over to the cabin. His mind
was turning summersaults in an effort to find an answer for his particular
problem . . . but kept coming up short. As he entered the cabin, he was
immediately aware of the marshal’s eyes on him. God damn the son of a bitch, he
thought to himself, Doesn’t he ever sleep?’


Ignoring the law-dog, Raoul went straight to the other bed
where the wounded Pinkerton had lain. His heart beat faster as he reached under
and then steadied with relief as his searching hand settled on the leather
boots. Retrieving them, he turned to leave. So far, so good.


‘Nice paid of boots you got there, son,’ the lawman abruptly
remarked. It was the first time he had spoken to the tracker.


Raoul’s heart raced. ‘What does he know? Has he already
found the cash?’ Desperately, he attempted to maintain a normal demeanour. ‘Why
thanks, marshal,’ he responded softly. ‘I’ve had them for years. They fit like
a glove.’ With that, he made no attempt to put them on, but instead walked
briskly to the door and out into the open.


What he found outside made his heart sink. Exley and the
others were already mounted and just waiting on him. The massive ferryman was
casually watching their departure, before making a start on some repairs to the
ferry. With nothing else to do, Torrance’s tightly bound prisoner was also idly
observing events. Consequently all eyes were on the sweating tracker.


Raoul took a deep breath to steady himself and nonchalantly
came to a halt. Dipping his toes into the left boot, he effortlessly pulled it
on and then reached for the other. This time, as his foot slipped in, it
quickly reached an obstruction. Curling his toes up, the man steeled himself
for the inevitable pain and kicked down heavily against the ground. The thick
wad of notes contracted only so far. Unable to conceal a grimace, he found that
his heel was quite unable to settle in the rear of the boot.


‘My foot must have swollen in the river,’ he remarked by way
of explanation. ‘And these damned boots always were too tight anyway.’ Hobbling
towards his horse, he added, ‘Happen they’ll sort themselves out once I’m
mounted.’


Exley stared at him askance, but remained silent. All he
really wanted to do was return to Wichita and wash his hands of the whole
business.


‘That’s a mighty bad limp you got there, fella,’ Marshal
Torrance remarked casually. ‘How’s about you shuck off that fancy boot.’


As Raoul froze, the lawman glanced meaningfully over at
Taggart who cottoned on immediately. Everybody heard the distinctive sound of
the big Winchester’s lever action.


‘Like I said,’ Torrance continued. ‘Lose the footwear.’


‘What’s the meaning of this,’ demanded Exley, but nobody was
listening. All eyes were riveted on his employee.


Very briefly, Raoul considered mounting up and making a
break for it, but a bullet in the back held little appeal. His shoulders
dropped in resignation and then he gratefully eased off the boot.


Torrance shuffled over to join him. ‘Pick it up and give it
to me,’ he demanded.


With the boot in his hands, he up-ended and then shook it. A
cold smile crossed his features as a pile of ‘twenties’ appeared at his feet.
‘Look’s like you thought to do a little private business,’ he quipped.


What happened next took everyone by surprise, with the
exception of Russ Decker, of course. ‘Like hell, he is,’ the outlaw spat out.
‘He works for me. We made a deal.’ He directed his next comments at Raoul. ‘You
stupid bastard. All you had to do was keep the cash hidden, but you couldn’t
even get that right!’


The Pinkerton tracker stared in stunned horror at his
accuser and then it abruptly dawned on him what was happening. Turning to Ben
Exley, he protested, ‘Can’t you see what he’s trying to do. Yeah, I pocketed a
few bills, but I’ve nothing to do with this low-life.’


Exley studied his employee closely as he began to put two
and two together to make six. Chiefly, he recalled how Raoul had remained in
the cabin whilst Decker had fled on the ferry. That suddenly smacked of
connivance rather than self-preservation. And then there was the fact that he
had been getting a little too big for his boots lately. Someone less serious
might have seen the funny side of that thought, but as it was he merely
replied, ‘Nothing can alter the fact that you’ve betrayed my trust. I’m not
sure whether you’re in league with this man or not, but this is a federal
matter, so it’s out of my hands. I’ll leave it to you, marshal.’


Torrance displayed no hesitation. ‘Drop your weapons and get
over by the prisoner. You’re under arrest. Way I see it, you’ve gone bad, but
it’ll be up to the judge to decide.’


As the tracker shuffled dejectedly over to join Decker, the
outlaw couldn’t restrain a chuckle. Things were starting to look up already!
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