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Part One


 


The Troubled Range









CHAPTER ONE


 


At sunset he came down from the high ground in a rush, sending the big blood bay slipping and sliding down through the steep pines to emerge in a lush green valley where the waters of a wide creek had, over the centuries, polished the stones of its bed to a hard, glistening black.


But blazing colour and the wild beauty of the Texas landscape were the last things on Kantrell’s mind. He drew rein while still sheltered by the tall, dark timber, eased his weight in the saddle and gazed west with his eyes squinted against the dazzling rays of the setting sun. He was looking for fresh tracks, for signs that the men who had been trailing him for the past twenty-four hours had grown tired of waiting. But it was as if the hot air was trapped between the hills, weighing heavy, stifling movement. The leaves of the cottonwoods lining the creek hung limp. Even the waters of the creek itself flowed listlessly, the sounds of its passing like the lazy, tinkling of notes picked out by a honkytonk piano player who was plumb worn out.


‘As right as it’ll ever be,’ Kantrell said softly, and he clicked his tongue and eased the blood bay out of the trees. He let it make its own way down the smooth slope at a canter, knowing that the big horse would head for the water; knowing, too, that if the three men had circled around to get ahead of him, they would wait in ambush, not out in the open.


He rode down to the grey-green cottonwoods acutely aware of the high ground all around him, his skin prickling in anticipation of the rifle bullet he would never hear. At the water’s edge he slid from the saddle to let the bay slake its thirst in a deep, fly-clouded trapped pool where the creek took a wide loop and the soft bank had crumbled. His boots crunched in gravel as he stooped alongside the horse to fill his canteen, then stepped back onto the bank and walked across the grass to the trees, automatically selecting the best place for his night camp.


Within the next half-hour he had off-saddled, loose-tethered the horse, built a smokeless fire in a nest of flat stones dug out of the creek-bed and eaten his fill of hot pork belly and beans washed down with strong black coffee. Warm and dry, and about as comfortable as a man can be when sleeping out in the open, he was lying back smoking a cigarette with his legs stretched out under his blankets and his head propped on the old McClellan saddle that was wedged up against the bole of a tree.


But with his mind still carrying images of the bashful riders who had kept their distance he had checked the knife strapped inside his right boot, then placed his gunbelt alongside the saddle, the twin holstered Remington Frontier .44s close enough to reach without raising a sweat.


By that time shadows had washed over him as the sun dipped below the western rim of the valley, and the moon was already a pale disc floating like a paper lantern in fading pink skies. A cool breeze had sprung up, rustling the overhead leaves. Smoke from the dying fire drifted low across the grass, its scent pleasing to his nostrils. A coyote barked as he extinguished the quirly. Kantrell tipped his Stetson over his eyes, slid down, felt his senses slipping away.


When he came awake with a start, eyes snapping wide, the moon was high and men were riding in at a rush from two directions, the only sound the fierce drumming of their horses’ hooves on the soft valley floor.


 


They were black shapes outlined against the luminous skies, two of them hammering in from his left, the third rider sending loose gravel and water flying high to sparkle in the moonlight away to his right as he raced in along the edge of the creek.


Kantrell came out of his blankets in a sliding roll, grabbing his gunbelt as he came up on all fours then exploded into a crouching run that took him crashing through the undergrowth and deep into the trees. The sounds carried. The eagle-sharp eyes of the converging riders caught the flicker of movement. A six-gun cracked, the slug snicking through the branches dangerously close to his head. Kantrell heard a deep voice yell an order. The lone rider brought his horse lunging up the bank to swing away from the creek, and Kantrell knew he was sweeping around the western edge of the woods to cut off his escape.


Cursing softly, he dropped to one knee, drew and cocked his right pistol, used the back of his other hand to scrub sleep from his eyes. He could hear the low murmur of voices. The two riders had reached the edge of the woods. The blood bay whickered. A horse answered, then there was the jingle of a bridle and a whisper of sound that could have been heavy bodies sliding out of leather. A dead twig cracked, breaking with the shock of a pistol shot in the silence.


‘That’s far enough!’ Kantrell yelled, then ducked down as two pistols opened up, the muzzle-flashes dazzling, hot lead hissing through the trees. Still down in an awkward crouch, he used the hand holding the pistol to part the tangled undergrowth as he moved silently ten yards to his right. Again dropping to one knee, he squeezed his eyes tight shut to drive away the blotched red images of the muzzle flashes, listened grimly to the sound of hoof beats as the third man worked his way around back.


‘You, in there! There’s an easy way out, if you’ll take it!’


It was the same deep voice that had barked the order, the tone softened to suggest conciliation.


‘You hear me, feller? There’s no need for spilled blood. Just climb on your horse, get the hell out of here, ride back the way you came.’


Talking up a smoke screen, Kantrell figured. So, while he was talking, where was his partner? He widened his eyes, turned so he was looking off to one side, out of the corner of his eye caught a flicker of movement in the dappled moonlight to his front. He lifted the .44, snapped a shot, heard a wild yell as he immediately dropped flat and wriggled back to his original position.


As he did so, from two directions slugs tore splinters from the trees where he’d been kneeling. Then, behind him, a horse whinnied restlessly and undergrowth rustled as the third gunman entered the woods.


‘All right, this is your last chance. It’s over, Ballinger. Hired gunslingers ain’t wanted in Channing. Move out now, or you’re dead!’


Kantrell frowned. Ballinger? What the hell was this? A genuine case of mistaken identity, or another trick, hoping to draw him from cover, protesting they’d got the wrong man while they blasted him into eternity?


Snatching a quick glance behind him, Kantrell saw moonlight flash on a gun barrel deep in the woods, at the same moment heard the sound of a horse moving at the edge of the timber to the east and wondered if the third gunman had carelessly left his mount to roam loose.


If he could slip through the woods, reach that loose horse. . . .


‘Lohn Ballinger! Hiring a gun-wizard won’t do Howard Patterson no good. He’s fightin’ a losing battle – you hear me!’


‘Sure, I hear you!’


Kantrell’s head came around with a snap, almost ricking his neck. This new, sardonic voice came from the eastern edge of the woods, the contemptuous words falling like a rock in still water, sending fear rippling outwards across the dark woods. They were followed by a stunned silence, an aching tension heightened by the acrid smell of gunsmoke burned in vain and by the sudden onset of perilous uncertainty in men intent on gunning down a lone stranger, but now caught cold.


Again the voice rang out, the smoothly spoken words punctuated by an icy chuckle that carried on the thin air. ‘You’re shoutin’ so goddamn loud, Patterson himself’s likely to hear you – but if you’re a prime example of the kind of men he’s up against, I reckon he’s about to get all the range he needs.’


As the words tailed into silence, three pistols opened up, blazing away at the sound of the mocking voice; opened up in a violent salvo, then just as swiftly died away. Kantrell smiled thinly as he followed their users’ train of thought. The man called Ballinger was outside the woods, a man dangerous enough – judged by their presence here – to demand the attention of three men. Inside the woods there was a second man, lying low, but fired up by a justified anger that was likely to bring him out with guns blazing.


As Kantrell slowly came up out of his crouch, pistol held high, brush crackled behind him as the third gunman turned tail and plunged back towards his horse. At the same time, over by the creek, horses snorted as the other gunmen mounted up, and hooves drummed on the soft ground as they rode swiftly away towards the west.


Almost at once a single horse followed them at a fast gallop as the third man hit the saddle. Then, as Kantrell pouched his six-gun and threaded his way through the woods to where the dying embers of his campfire glowed, he heard the softer sounds of a horse being ridden at a walk, and he knew that the gunslinger they had called Ballinger was slipping away in the moonlight.


He knew, also, that he had heard that silky-smooth voice before. It had taken time, but he had a hunch that the long hunt was almost over, and when he crawled back into his blankets it was to fall into the deep sleep of a man content.









CHAPTER TWO


 


Brad Coulter cut a bulky figure as he rode up the long slope from the rich grazing land that lay in a wide, sheltered valley between the Canadian River and Palo Duro Creek. He rounded a knoll, eased the big grey down through a stand of pecans onto the trail and saw, spread out before him, the ranch buildings like a horseshoe enclosing the small yard. Then he was riding in under the high crossbar of the gate to the modest spread on the Rita Blanca that he had carved out of a wilderness and named Genesis simply because, after four years of a bitter war, this was the place he had chosen to rebuild his life.


Overhead, the wide spread of the bleached longhorns nailed to the board gleamed in the hot morning sunlight, casting a stark shadow across the name burned into the raw timber and further darkening Coulter’s already black mood. He was a superstitious man. Most days when he rode into the yard he got the urge – rarely acted upon – to look up and doff his white Stetson in a humble display of thanks for what the good Lord had bestowed on him. So the hard shadow cast by the longhorns over Genesis’s proud name was, for him, eerily symbolic. It reminded him that another, richer man’s cattle were threatening the stability of the small panhandle spread that was his creation and, as he kicked the big grey into a fast canter and wheeled the horse along the corral towards the bunkhouse, the anger smouldering within him threatened to burst into flame.


‘Ike!’ he roared.


Coulter heaved his bulk out of the saddle and dropped the grey’s reins over a short tie-bar, and was swinging away from the horse when his foreman appeared in the bunkhouse doorway.


‘Slash P cattle pourin’ in the east end of the valley,’ Coulter told him in a strong, mellifluous voice projected from a deep chest. ‘I aint’ sayin’ Patterson’s drivin’ ’em that way – but how they got there don’t matter. I want them out, fast.’


Ike Quinn was all bones and angles and loose joints seemingly held in place by his worn range clothing. His iron grey hair was close cropped, his gnarled hands strong and capable. He gazed with close attention at his boss, seeing a powerful man with shrewd grey eyes set in a face weathered by sun and wind to the colour of old leather, an ambitious rancher who was being pushed hard by an English fop who spent his time squandering his wife’s fortune and arrogantly stepping on toes.


‘You gave him a final warning,’ Quinn agreed. ‘If we don’t crack down now Patterson’ll believe we’re full of hot air, talkin’ big without the will or the guts to act.’


‘He thinks that, he’s makin’ one helluva big mistake,’ Coulter growled. ‘I want you to take a couple of men, drive those steers out of that valley.’


Another man strolled over, short legs bowed by too much hard riding, cigarette smoke drifting across a face whose imperfect features suggested frequent contact with the hard ground of a horse-breaker’s corral.


‘What this wag Patterson’ll say,’ the new man suggested, ‘is that seein’ as we ain’t got any cattle in the valley ourselves, his ain’t doin’ nobody any harm.’


Coulter glared at the wrangler. ‘Steers have been used as a mighty powerful weapon before today. With several hundred of his own longhorns trampling all over his fancy English boots, he’ll be too busy lookin’ after his tender hide to talk.’ He grinned coldly. ‘Ride along with Quinn, Shorty. And listen. . . .’ He looked at both men, said quietly, ‘If there’s gunplay, make sure Patterson or one of his men fires the first shot. I don’t want Ned Hutt riding out from Channing asking questions.’


‘Hutt’s likely to be on your side,’ Quinn said, ‘or at least willing to listen to both camps. I wish the same could be said for George Ryman—’


He broke off as Coulter touched his arm, and turned to watch a tall, tow-headed kid of some sixteen years stride past, his bruised face alive with enthusiasm as he heaved a saddle up onto the topmost pole of the corral while he shoved aside the gate bars.


As the kid entered the corral with a coiled rope loose in his hands and spoke to a skinny, unshaven waddie dressed in dusty black, Coulter returned his attention to Quinn and said, ‘Ryman’s tagged onto Patterson because he smells money. That unholy scent always did make him lose sight of common sense. If he had his wits about him he’d realize that English fool’ll bleed him dry, then throw him to the wolves and sail back home when he’s tired of playing cowboy.’


‘Maybe so, but the danger is when one man takes a fall, a whole lot more take a tumble.’ Quinn drew a breath, let it out slowly. ‘Talk of crackin’ down comes easy, Brad. But that gunslinger Patterson sent for up in Indian Territory’s most likely already reached the Slash P.’


Coulter snorted. ‘Yeah. Lohn Ballinger. What the hell happened? I thought you sent our best hands to cut him off, ask him politely to turn around and head back?’


‘Oh, they picked up a rider headin’ in the right direction, tailed him, then moved in after dark.’ Quinn grinned crookedly. ‘Trouble is, he was the wrong man. The error was pointed out to them with the muzzle of a six-gun – and the man doin’ the pointing was Lohn Ballinger, who’d snuck in on the flank.’


‘What wrong man?’


‘Some footloose drifter. And with Lohn Ballinger likely to throw down on them, they didn’t wait around to ask his name.’


Coulter’s face was bleak. ‘So in addition to the Slash P waddies, we’re now up against those border drifters Patterson picked up in Channing by offering fighting wages – and this Ballinger hombre.’


‘A high-class gunslinger.’


‘Ain’t no such animal,’ Coulter said curtly.


‘Nevertheless,’ Quinn pressed, ‘you know here at Genesis we’ve got no more than half-dozen hands – and accustomed to handlin’ a rope or branding iron, not a pistol.’


‘As three of them have just proved,’ Coulter said bluntly, as he turned to walk away. ‘But while they work for me, they’ll do whatever it takes to get rid of that fool Patterson.’


‘Al Garvey’s a good man,’ Ike Quinn called after him, shaking his head as Coulter moved towards the house. ‘Where does he stand if the situation gets rough?’


‘On the wrong side,’ the rancher said over his shoulder. ‘Shorty, see to my horse – then both of you get moving.’


 


Al Garvey brought the buckboard in from town at midday, rattling down the slope into the Slash P’s yard in a billow of dust and wheeling the rig in a wide, skittering half-circle before drawing to a grinding halt alongside the barn’s open doors.


Bellowing across to the men repairing the big corral, he waited for two punchers to come ambling across, detailed them to off-load the supplies and unhitch the sweating roan mare, then eased his gunbelt on his lean hips and set off across the yard for the house. On the way he reached into his shirt pocket for the slip of paper, and allowed himself a tight smile at the thought of how the news he was bringing would affect the Englishman.


Howard Patterson was waiting for him in the shadows at the back of the wide gallery, sprawled lazily on a two-seater swing-chair, the blue smoke from his expensive cigar curling around his elegant blond head. He watched the tall, rangy foreman climb the steps, felt his lip curl instinctively at the man’s raw power, then was unable to prevent the beginnings of a frown as the man handed him a yellow telegraph form.


‘Couldn’t help but read it,’ Garvey said. There was no apology in the big Texan’s laconic drawl and, as Patterson snatched the paper from the foreman’s gloved fingers and met the level grey eyes he knew that this man’s opinion of him had not been tempered one iota by the passage of time.


He was still an object of contempt, an effete, arrogant foreigner with a pale skin, who from afar had invested money in a sprawling Texas ranch, then travelled thousands of miles to an untamed land to wrest the day-to-day running of the spread out of the hands of vastly more experienced men.


‘I should think it was a simple matter of leaving the paper folded,’ Patterson said sarcastically. With his eyes deliberately lowered he detected no change in the level breathing, and knew that the barb had not penetrated the man’s weatherbeaten hide. The tension between them, as always, was as taut as a bow-string. Patterson waited, his own breathing strained, feeling the pulse hammering in his temples. He flicked a hand irritably at a buzzing fly, then let the telegraph slip fall open.


‘So, Lohn Ballinger is on his way, but taking his time about it,’ he said tightly as the paper fluttered to the worn boards. When he looked up at Garvey his blue eyes were blazing with passion.


‘He’ll get here,’ Garvey said. ‘If that’s what you want.’


‘It’s what we need!’ Patterson snapped. ‘The man’s a professional gunman. There’s four more like him in Channing, tough, lacking in class, but adequate for the job. With those men riding alongside the ranch hands, Coulter will be forced to back off.’


‘You’re pushing the owner of a small ranch because he’s got grass you think you need, but men like Brad Coulter won’t change their ways,’ Garvey said bluntly. ‘You put cattle on what he considers his land, he’ll fight.’


‘But it isn’t his land, it’s free range,’ Patterson said. He came smoothly out of the swing-chair, his face flushed. ‘Dammit, man, Coulter’s got more land than he can use. He runs a handful of cattle, but claims range stretching clear to the New Mexico border. Why contest one valley that’s a full five miles from Genesis, no more than a couple from Slash P?’


‘Maybe it’s got something to do with your manner,’ Garvey said easily. ‘If you’d ridden over there, made yourself known, smoked a peace pipe. . . .’


Savagely, Patterson hurled the cigar from him and paced to the rail, peered out over the yard to where deep shadows were cast directly under the windmill by the fierce summer sun. His fists clenched as the big foreman moved to the top of the steps.


‘When Lohn Ballinger gets here, send him packing,’ Garvey advised, stepping down into the yard. ‘Out here a man learns to live with his neighbours. Those that don’t usually end up broke, or dead.’


‘Really?’ Patterson swung on the foreman. ‘So maybe it takes an Englishman to show how things should be run.’


‘That’s exactly my point,’ Garvey said impatiently. ‘You’re out of your depth. This may be common land, but there are unwritten rules. Break them, and as a cattleman, you’re finished.’


‘Rubbish!’ Patterson’s voice cut like a whip. ‘Those longhorns will stay in that valley. If Coulter tries to move them out, by this time tomorrow I’ll have enough armed men at my disposal to ram the point down his throat – and I won’t hesitate to use force to do just that.’


 


Garvey got as far as the barn doors before finding his way barred by a tall, elegant woman wearing a crisp white blouse and split riding skirt who was irritably slapping a fancy rawhide quirt against expensive tan boots.


‘I heard him, Al,’ she said, her dark eyes cynical, her lustrous chestnut hair swirling about her shoulders as she glanced towards the house. ‘I think every common hand in the yard did. What the hell’s got under his thin skin this time?’


‘You’d best ask him, ma’am,’ Garvey said politely.


‘It’s my money that keeps Slash P afloat, I’m doing the asking, and I’m asking you.’ Her restless eyes flicked up and down his long, lean frame, returned to linger on his face in a look that was as blatant as a deliberate caress.


‘I know,’ he said. ‘The news I brought from town is ranch business, for you and him to discuss. Now if you’ll excuse me—’


‘All right, but you’re ranch foreman, so what about Genesis? Brad Coulter told us a month ago it was the last warning he’d give us. Did Howard tell you to get on over there, calm him down?’


‘I’m afraid you don’t easily calm a man when you’re using his range to graze more than two hundred head of your cattle.’


‘Nonsense.’ Noelle Patterson’s laugh was caustic. ‘The whole of Texas is open land. The Slash P is a huge spread, but if we’re to continue growing and prospering we must continue to expand.’


‘Then expand in another direction.’


‘Brad Coulter has land, but no money. With my cash we can put that land to good use.’ She took a step towards Garvey, said softly, ‘Howard is penniless. He’s inexperienced in business, and knows nothing about ranching. He’s also gullible, and he’s taking the wrong kind of advice.’


‘From George Ryman?’ Garvey shrugged. ‘He’s a shrewd businessman—’


‘A lawyer, not a cattleman,’ she interrupted, her eyes gleaming. ‘You’re a cattleman, Al. You could be a rancher, running this spread—’


‘Ma’am, is that a proposition?’


‘Take it any way you like,’ she flared, her voice brittle. ‘This business is going to blow up in Howard’s face, and when it does—’


His jaw set, Garvey brushed past her and stepped into the barn’s cool shadows; heard her mocking words – ‘You’re a fool, Al Garvey’ – and the rich, wry chuckle from deep inside the barn where Chip Dyson was rubbing down the mare.


‘Man, you’d better watch yourself,’ Dyson said as Garvey drew near, ‘or one hazy morning that woman’s going’ to catch you before you’ve got your wits collected, and eat you up for breakfast.’


‘Yeah,’ Garvey said, ‘and spit out what’s left of me before the sun’s halfway to overhead.’ He leaned against a stall watching the wrangler work on the horse, squinted out at the yard and said softly, ‘They’ve been over from England, what, six months? And half of that time’s been spent ruinin’ a prosperous spread, the other half tearin’ at each other’s throats.’


‘Fight like cat and dog,’ Dyson agreed.


‘Well,’ Al Garvey said pensively, ‘she sure as hell picked herself a loser when she married Howard Patterson. Trouble is, over here, when losers pick a fight they wind up dead and take good men with them to their grave.’


‘Patterson may be a greenhorn, and he may be flat broke, but he’s got Ryman behind him and, with the crew he’s hirin’, the dead are likely to be all on the other side. That means Brad Coulter’s boys. You reckon you could stand by, see that happen?’
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