

[image: image]






Texan Secrets


 


Sheriff Owen Rowlands's closest friend Renard has gone missing. Searching his friend’s ransacked house, the lawman finds a dying man on the bed – but no sign of Renard. Determined to track down his friend, Rowlands investigates links to a mysterious gang, only to find that his old friend was not what he seemed.


As he hunts down the gang to their mountain lair, a deadly secret is unravelled, and the sheriff finds that his world is flipped upside down.
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PROLOGUE


 


The menacing blackness of the night had fallen. Not a cricket chirped, nor an owl sang. The ghostly silence only added to Louanne’s oppressive sense of dread.


She paced restlessly outside her cabin. The rock of anger and fear in her belly was unbearable. Her lantern did nothing to ward off the suffocating darkness. While she knew that her vigil was pointless, she had to do something. Something!


She knew that her boys were bad. Aged eleven and twelve, they had grown to be physically strong enough to resist her. Chiding and spanking had long ago become impotent punishments against them. They had been thrown out of the schoolhouse. While she toiled and kept the house, they idled their days away. Her boys were already drinking and smoking, and – worst of all – stealing.


Tonight was frighteningly worse, though.


It was not unusual for them to disappear for hours or even days at a time. They had wandered off around noon that day. Louanne had risen early. With no husband, every single task on the land and in the home fell to her. She had once boasted a cascade of beautiful, ebony hair and piercing blue eyes. That fine hair was now swimming with silver serpents. Over a decade of solitary labour in the fields, and two boys to raise alone, had drained her energy. Her love as a mother had never faded, though she felt like a beast under the yoke, trudging through her drab life one small pace at a time.


Louanne had woken her sons that morning, and warmed some coffee and porridge. They had cussed her with language that would have shocked an outsider. Louanne, though, was well-accustomed to their filthy tongues. The rising sun, the stifling heat, and the seducing scent of breakfast had stirred them, though. The three had chatted contentedly at the table in the centre of the cabin. Louanne was reminded of happier times, when her boys were little. She would, as always, attempt to give her boys instructions.


‘Now you two come on out to the fields with me, see. There’s a whole lot to be done. I need two strong boys today.’


‘Yes, Mother!’ her youngest had answered in mock obedience.


She was hoping that her boys would come and help her collect the grain, at least for a while. At times, they did put in some mediocre effort before disappearing to Lord knows where.


Indeed, her sons had been surprisingly supportive that morning. They had followed her out to the field, each carrying a wicker basket. Louanne had felt a pang of pride, if only for a moment. An unwed mother in this county, she was a magnet for spiteful lies and gossip. For a short while, Louanne told herself she was a proud family woman. The sun fixed its unforgiving gaze directly on the fields, yet the three were relieved by a welcome cool breeze.


Louanne and her sons ground away throughout the morning. Their help, and uncharacteristic good behaviour, delighted her. As midday approached, Louanne sent the boys back to the cabin to fix themselves some lunch. She did not expect them to return in the afternoon – and they did not.


Nevertheless, Louanne smiled to herself throughout the afternoon. Lacking a father, it seemed natural that her sons had grown to become unruly and troublesome. Dwelling on her worries for the boys, and her physical fatigue from her labour, eventually tired Louanne’s merry spirits. As the sun began to retire, and the air cooled, Louanne paced wearily back to the cabin. Bearing the weight of the basket full of grain, she felt particularly melancholy. Her soul felt as grey as the swelling shadows.


Her shock as she re-entered the cabin was an ugly reveille from her dolour. Her gun cabinet was open and her rifle was gone.


Louanne immediately checked her pockets. Flustered to the point that her vision was misted, her coarse hands somehow found the cabinet key. Louanne had always been mindful of keeping the rifle locked away from her boys. How the heck had they gotten in? The wooden case had not been broken. Had they somehow picked the lock?


Louanne was so fearful that she was unsteady on her feet. She had not touched a drop of liquor for many a year, yet she felt intoxicated as she clumsily forced herself to sit. Her panicked breathing made clear thought a battle.


Over the last couple of years, the schoolteacher, the minister and even the sheriff had brought her boys back. While a mother with no husband was disgraceful enough, it was the inkling of pity which she detected in the townsfolk that she found the most shameful. Louanne had fed and taught the boys, loved them, even beaten them when needed, but they were young varmints in the making. She had never surrendered her hope of making them good honest men. But now? What now?


Fooling around with guns was a stride beyond. What if they hurt somebody? What if – and Louanne sprang to her feet at this possibility – they hurt themselves?


She did not know where they had disappeared to. While they were only eleven and twelve, they were too old, and too defiant, for Louanne to run around after them. Exhausted, hungry, and shackled by worry, Louanne did not know what her next act should be.


The following hours were a marathon of terror. She paced her cabin in nightmarish circles.


Louanne wondered whether she should ride in to town, stay put, head over to the next farm, or simply pray. Neither the moon, nor a single star, pricked the suffocating black blanket of the sky. Only her lantern, whose light was already dying, created a tepid ring of radiance. As the lamp finally failed, Louanne pressed her back against the wooden wall of the cabin and wept. Never had she known such despair nor horror. She slid down the wall and embraced her knees. Her hopeless sobs were the only sound that rang through the eerie gloom.


Louanne did not know how long she had lain slumped in the darkness, but she was roused from her petrified trance by the sound of laughter. She rose, and lit the lamp again. As it cast its eye into the night, Louanne glimpsed shadowy movement.


‘Mother! Mother! Mother!’ her boys chirped joyfully.


Taken aback by their high spirits, Louanne could not resist trapping them against her chest. She held them both for some time, as her two sons continued to chat excitedly. Louanne could feel the rifle strapped to her eldest boy’s back. Her fingertips also found wet, warm spots on his shirt. The coppery smell was unmistakeable. Blood.


‘Where the heck have you boys been?! I’ve been worried to death about you.’


Despite the shadows, Louanne could make out her first-born’s macabre smile.


‘Guess what, Mother? Daddy came to visit us!’









CHAPTER 1


 


Owen Rowlands commanded great respect from the schoolchildren he taught. However, it was not only fear of Owen’s ugly wrath that inspired good behaviour from Prospect’s boys and girls. He was also the town’s sheriff.


True, he won the position pretty much because nobody else wanted it. Prospect was a frontier town with barely a hundred settlers. The meagre sheriff’s pay was hardly worth the nuisance of accosting drunks, breaking up fights and tracking down missing cattle.


Nevertheless, Owen’s pupils were enthralled by his (sometimes embellished) accounts of his adventures.


He was physically unnerving, with the shoulders of a bull and a similar manner. Some said that he was ill-suited to his profession. The challenge of educating the youngsters of Prospect had tested him. He was still a young man, yet grey spots were already sprouting in his sandy hair and meticulously neat beard. While he was, at his core, kind and decent, he had to constantly fight to prevent his anger from exploding. Indeed, he often found the challenges of a lawman much easier than that of an educator.


Owen had been suggested for the post of schoolteacher by his predecessor, Phillipe Renard. Owen had been a favourite pupil of Renard. Struck by Owen’s great intelligence, when Owen had reached manhood, he and Renard had become close friends. Renard – so it was said – came from money, and had been educated in a college on the East Coast. There was something of the eccentric professor about Renard. Clever and funny, he too had been much loved by his students. When he retired, to a very comfortable house outside of town, Renard and Owen had continued their friendship.


It was Saturday afternoon. The untiring attentions of the boiling sun added to Owen’s exhaustion from his week at the blackboard. Having slept a little later than usual, Owen was setting out on foot to visit Renard. The retired teacher lived two miles away in his fine brick house. Renard had arranged its construction when Owen was only a boy. The building was furnished expensively with art and décor from all over the world. Renard did indeed enjoy the finer things.


Owen and Renard often met to share a meal and a glass of whiskey. The young sheriff had a beautiful sweetheart who taught at the Sunday School. Renard, though, was a determined lifelong bachelor. Owen had never known him to court, yet Renard sometimes hinted at fiery romances from his youth. With his snowy locks and easy charm, Owen supposed that this winter fox had had its vixens.


The subject of romance had come up a couple of times. On these occasions, Renard had deftly changed the subject. The lawman had never pressed Renard. Many, many settlers in the West were boldly leaving unhappy lives to start again. It was never known why Renard walked away from a well-to-do background to teach in Texas. Prospect was appreciative of his abilities, though.


The heat felt heavy on Owen as he pushed on through the rusty orange soil towards Renard’s house. He could see it in the distance, through the blur of the heat. The thick earth seemed to slow his stride. Normally, Owen looked forward to his visits to Renard. Today, though, his sheriff’s antennae were vibrating. His time as a lawman had developed in Owen an intuition for trouble. He could break up fights before they started. Owen had at one time suggested an alternative route to a cattle train – and later learned that, almost mystically, he had diverted them from a Red Indian raid.


Though the sky was a serene ocean blue, Owen could feel something in his bones, a danger that was just below the horizon.


That danger manifested its first physical sign when Owen reached Renard’s door, which was wide open. This omen energized Owen, and he seized his Colt before stealthily creeping inwards.


Renard’s downstairs lounge had been wrecked. There were shattered vases on the fine red carpet, and the leather armchair was upturned. Owen felt like there was an electric current running though him. He forced his professional instincts to dominate the concern for his friend that was burning him like acid. Wiping a bullet of sweat from his brow, Owen swiftly surveyed the other downstairs room. There was nothing out of place there – nor was there any sign of Renard.


Owen climbed the stairs with measured, careful steps. Though it only took a few seconds to reach upstairs, his ascent felt maddeningly long. It was as if the air was filled with a volatile gas.


Outside Renard’s bedroom, Owen noticed that the door was ajar. The sheriff spied through the crack, but could only see the wall beyond. Despite the thick, stifling air, Owen recognized the distinctive copper smell of blood. With a violent kick, Owen struck the door and pointed his weapon into the room as the door swung. It took great restraint for Owen not to pull the trigger when he saw the individual inside.


Lain on Renard’s bed was a dying man. The intruder was perhaps eighteen, with ruddy skin and dark hair. The stranger wore a plain white shirt and dirty long johns, but his clothes were torn and bloody. He had obviously been very badly assaulted. The casualty lay on his back, his eyes staring blankly, but Owen could expertly sense slight breathing.


Mindfully, Owen moved towards the intruder. He rested one hand flatly on the stranger’s chest, and gripped his revolver tightly with the other. The contact made the man shudder, and groan unintelligibly through broken teeth.


‘Partner, I’m here to help you. Can you tell me your name? Can you tell me what happened to you?’ Owen hoped that his inner fear was not reflected in his outwardly calming words.


Agonizingly, the stranger turned his head to try and answer, but failed.


He was dead.









CHAPTER 2


 


Shocked by his gruesome discovery, Owen had to force himself to start thinking like a lawman. The stink of blood and sweat, along with his own fear, made him feel nauseous. Fighting the sickening compulsion to vomit, Owen sprinted to open the window. The thirsty air was little relief, and he wiped his soaking face with his hand. Leaning outside, Owen took greedy breaths.


He rested there for several minutes, until he felt steadier. Owen could see the gentle bustle of Prospect a couple of miles away. The town he protected had its instances of shootings and fights from time to time. His friend’s disappearance, and this odd murder, were striking in their gravity and strangeness, though. The baking sun seemed to observe the land below like the watchful eye of a demonic cyclops.


Owen’s thoughts were confused. He was at once affronted by the evil crime that had been perpetrated, and saddened that his friend had vanished.


Owen returned his Colt to its holster. He absent-mindedly put his hands in his pockets, where he felt the hard metal of his sheriff’s badge. Owen was only a part time law enforcer, and did not always wear the symbol on his breast. He took the badge out of his pocket, and playfully turned it over and over in his hand. Normally, he was very proud to wear the iron star, but that was when he had to do little more than drag unresisting drunks to the jailhouse. Owen reflected how pathetic the little badge now looked. He felt as if it had only been part of a costume in a pantomime. This tiny piece of metal was meaningless. Yet, Owen felt the colossal weight of his duty like a haystack on his shoulders.


Reluctantly, Owen pinned the badge to his waistcoat. The wave of nausea had passed – for now. Owen could feel a clammy layer of sweat between his skin and clothing. Feeling slightly calmer, Owen decided to make a search of Renard’s property. The dead stranger could no longer be helped.


With his blackened eyes and misshapen nose, the intruder was most certainly no friend of Renard.


Owen returned to the downstairs lounge. Renard loathed dusting and cleaning, and paid a lady from Prospect to look after his housekeeping. Normally plush and welcoming, the living room had been ransacked. Owen noted, though, that Renard’s paintings were untouched. No connoisseur himself, Owen had been assured by Renard that they were valuable. Something occurred to Owen. He entered the dining room which – itself – had not been despoiled. Owen lifted the lid of the wooden case on a table against the wall. He discovered that Renard’s silver cutlery had not been stolen.


There had been an invasion of Renard’s home, but it had not been a robbery. The disarray was either pure vandalism – or the signs of violent struggle. A man of mature years, Renard was gentle and retiring. Owen could not visualize Renard fending off his aggressors. Had he been kidnapped? While it was an open secret that Renard had more than a little money in the bank, Owen did not know of any living family of Renard.


While Owen and the retired schoolteacher had been close friends for many years, it suddenly struck Owen that Renard’s background was a little mysterious. He could not have paid for his townhouse with his paltry teacher’s wages. Owen knew that Renard belonged to a wealthy East coast family – so why relocate to a Western frontier town? Renard had always been charming, generous and dedicated to Prospect. He had been an excellent schoolmaster and a regular face at the church on Sundays. While unusual in his wealth, Renard had often received visitors in his home.


Indeed, Renard had been such a force for good in the town, that the folk – himself included – had chosen not to ask too many questions. Well, that was going to change. Owen would need to investigate his old friend thoroughly.


Returning to the wrecked living room, Owen began picking up leaves of paper from the ground. Renard’s bureau had been smashed, and his paperwork scattered. Owen organized the sheets into a single pile, and went through the items individually.


Much of it was unsurprising. Correspondence from the bank, letters from a pension company in Boston, ownership documents relating to the house – but only a single personal letter. It was dated just over a year ago, and written in a thick, angry script that was difficult to decipher. The letter was an unexpected glimpse into Renard’s history. Owen felt a flicker of shame that he was intruding into his friend’s private business, but read on.


 


My darling nephew Phillipe,


Well . . . how long has it been? No letters, no Christmas cards, no visits, no nothing! Dont you ever think about your sweet old Aunt Jasmine? Was down in the saloon the other night and got chatting to a handsome young man from Prospect (yes, even at my age, men still fawn over me). Over a glass of whiskey (or two!) he told me a couple things about him and about Prospect and your name came up! Can you imagine my surprise? My little nephew a schoolteacher – hows about that? Well you always were a smart one!


Why dont you write to me? Come to see me? Or maybe I’ll come and visit you! Would you like that? Could tell the honest folk of Prospect a thing or two about their dear old schoolmaster!


Thinking of you. . . .


. . .


Aunt Jasmine


 


Owen was adept at seeing the signs of an individual’s inner character. As a schoolmaster, he had reviewed countless essays and tests, and could detect personality traits from a person’s handwriting. It was not difficult to see, though, that this Jasmine was bitter and spiteful. The yellowed paper had spots of what could only be whiskey. Never had Renard mentioned an Aunt Jasmine. Her letter, though, suggested that she may not have been the pride of the family.


The letter was dated nearly a year ago from an address in Brecon county. Owen realized that as part of his inquiries, he may have to pay this Aunt Jasmine a visit himself. The threatening tone of the letter was not well-hidden. As caring and decent as Renard was, he clearly had an enemy.









CHAPTER 3


 


Reflecting that there was so much that he did not know about Renard, Owen continued his search.


He did not know what he was looking for. The sheriff decided to try an examination of the corpse. Returning upstairs, he felt no shame in rummaging through the pockets of the dead man. The pockets of the stranger’s pants only contained a few dollars, and what seemed to be a red handkerchief. It was neatly folded, and Owen unravelled the item. It was a large handkerchief, and crimson red. Owen wondered if the intruder had used the cloth to disguise his face during robberies – if, indeed, the stranger was a thief. A further look at the dead man’s damaged face, though, suggested to Owen that the stranger was not eligible for sainthood.
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