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The Battle for the Bar-Q


 


Mitch Evans is riding to his brother’s small ranch after receiving a telegram saying there was trouble brewing. But Cal Morgan, a ranch hand for the Bar-Q, has been forced by his ruthless foreman, Latham Parry, to ambush Mitch before he can get to his brother’s ranch, the Bar-B.


Both men shoot each other – Mitch in the shoulder and Cal in the leg. So begins an unlikely friendship that will endure pain and hardship as well as love.


All in the name of the Bar-Q.
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Chapter One


 


The gunshot came out of the blue.


Just a minute before the lone rider had been admiring the spring scenery in all its glory – cottonwoods in bud, yucca in bloom, ferrocactus with their red tops, looking as though they were on fire, and a wide variety of wild flowers. In the distance the mountains of the Sierra Nevada rose majestically to embrace the brilliant blue of the cloudless sky.


The slug caught Mitch Evans in the left shoulder. It was a lucky shot, skimming off the bone before it could do any real damage. Instinctively Mitch threw himself to the right, grabbing his Winchester as he thudded to the ground. The jolt sent a spasm of sharp pain coursing through his body, but he ignored it. He had to.


A second shot smashed into the ground beside him; he didn’t flinch and didn’t move a muscle. He knew his very survival lay in the next few minutes. Whoever was shooting at him needed to be sure he was dead, or at least unconscious. Straining his ears, he picked up the sound of pebbles falling down the bluff to his left, and then the sound of boots crunching the soil as the bushwhacker made his way to his expected prize.


Mitch heard the lever action of a rifle loading another slug into the breach, and he moved his right hand till he felt the butt of his Colt. Easing back the hammer, he waited. Sweat oozed from every pore in his body, some caused by the sun’s heat, but most from the throbbing pain in his left shoulder.


Yet still he didn’t move. He hadn’t ridden all this way for it to end here.


He felt, rather than saw, a shadow move briefly across his eyes and knew his assailant was towering over him. He knew for certain when he felt a boot nudged his body to see if he was conscious. Then he made his move.


Faster than the eye could see, Mitch drew and fired. The slug caught his assailant in the kneecap, sending the man backwards, screaming. Mitch managed to raise himself on one knee, his gun still trained on the figure writhing in agony and gripping his contorted leg above the knee, trying to staunch the blood.


Still on one knee, Mitch scanned the bluff before him, unsure if there was anyone else up there. He saw no movement or tell-tale glint of sunlight reflecting off metal.


‘So, you’re alone, mister,’ he said through gritted teeth at the prostrate man. The man didn’t answer.


‘You want the other knee shot off?’ Mitch asked, cocking the Colt.


Sweat was pouring down the injured man’s face, and from out of nowhere, flies began to land on the slowly spreading pool of blood beneath his leg. He was panting heavily, his teeth gritted together as he fought to control the pain.


‘Alone. I’m alone,’ he managed to say. Mitch stood up and scanned the territory, looking for his horse. He let out a piercing whistle, and within minutes the sound of pounding hoofs could be heard as his mount returned. Grabbing the reins, Mitch mounted up.


‘You ain’t leaving me here, are you?’


‘You tell me what I need to know and we’ll see,’ Mitch said.


‘What . . . what do you need to know?’


‘Who you are? Why d’you try to bushwhack me? And who sent you?’


The man didn’t answer straightaway. Beads of sweat from both the heat and the pain ran down his face. The pool of blood around his leg grew ever larger. Mitch knew that unless he staunched the blood with a tourniquet soon, the man would simply bleed to death. The man knew this as well.


‘My name’s Cal Morgan,’ he eventually said.


‘That’s one question answered. Two to go,’ Mitch stated.


‘I work for the Bar-Q ranch.’


‘Yeah, I know it, twenty miles from here,’ Mitch said. ‘So Josh Winters sent you.’


‘No – not exactly.’


‘Not exactly?’


‘No.’


‘You ain’t got much time left, mister,’ Mitch said.


‘It was . . . it was Latham Parry.’


‘An’ who’s he?’ Mitch asked.


‘He’s Winters’ foreman,’ Morgan replied.


‘Go on,’ Mitch said flatly.


‘Can we sort my leg out, mister? I’m losing a lot of blood here.’


Mitch considered the question for a few moments, then decided the man was desperate enough to keep telling the truth, so he dismounted.


Taking off his bandanna, he tied it tightly round the man’s thigh.


‘Best I can do,’ Mitch said as he stood up. ‘Now tell me the rest of the story.’


‘That’s all I know,’ Morgan said through gritted teeth. ‘I was given twenty dollars by Parry to shoot you. He gave no reason. And Parry is not the sort of man you refuse.’


‘So you’d kill for twenty dollars?’ Mitch couldn’t hide his disgust.


‘Mister, if I’d refused Parry would have killed me for sure.’


‘Ain’t so sure I ain’t gonna kill you now,’ Mitch replied.


The look on Morgan’s face was one of resignation. ‘If I don’t get to a doc soon, you won’t have to,’ he said through a wave of pain.


‘Where’s your horse?’ Mitch asked.


‘Behind the bluff,’ Morgan pointed. Without a word Mitch mounted up and rode his horse up the small slope, disappearing from view.


Morgan watched him leave, hoping it was to get his animal. At least mounted, if he could manage it, he’d have a chance to ride into town and get some doctoring.


Five minutes passed and Morgan was getting edgy. Maybe the fella has ridden off, he thought. Sweat was pouring from him now, and the pain was almost unbearable. He was at the point of giving up all hope when Mitch returned, leading Morgan’s horse. Dismounting and ground hitching both animals, Mitch removed his Stetson, wiped the sweatband and put it back on.


‘I can’t mount up on my own,’ Morgan moaned.


‘I still want to know why you tried to bushwhack me,’ Mitch said, resting his right hand on the butt of his pistol.


‘I tole you already.’


‘You told me who sent you, but not why,’ Mitch said between gritted teeth.


‘I don’t know why. I was just told to take you out.’


‘That don’t make no sense,’ Mitch said. ‘I’ve never been here before.’


Despite the pain, Cal asked: ‘Where are you headed?’


‘Got a telegram from my brother, seems like he’s got himself a whole mess o’ trouble brewin’ and needed some help.’


‘Would that be Brad Evans?’ Cal asked.


‘You know him?’


‘Sure – well, I know of him, he owns a spread just south of here, the Bar-B,’ Cal replied.


‘This got anything to do with your boss?’


‘Honest, mister, I ain’t sure. Ol’ Josh is getting on in years, but a better boss you’d go a long way to find. It’s Latham who’s running the show, an’ he ain’t satisfied with just bein’ a foreman, I can tell you that.’


‘So it’s land-grabbin’, is it?’ Mitch said almost to himself.


‘Mister, I need to get to a doc, pronto.’


‘OK. I’ll help you mount up,’ Mitch dismounted and stood behind the stricken man.


‘When I lift you, stand on your good leg.’


‘I won’t be able to lift my right leg,’ Cal said.


‘Don’t worry, I’ll lift it for you.’


It took Mitch some effort to lift the man aboard his pony, as the wound in his shoulder hampered his movement, but eventually he got him in the saddle.


‘How far’s the nearest town?’ Mitch asked, mounting up himself.


‘Calvary – it’s about ten or twelve miles south-east of here.’


‘OK. You lead the way, an’ no funny stuff, you got that?’


‘Mister, if’n I survive this, you won’t see hair nor hide of me agen. I can’t go back to the Bar-Q, Parry will kill me for sure.’


 


Doc Mayweather was a larger-than-life character – and large in every sense of the word. He stood six feet five inches in his stockinged feet, and had a stomach you could fit a saddle on. A large, purple-coloured nose was the main feature of his face, a testament to his love of whiskey, and deep brown eyes, above which grew a forest of hairy eyebrows, which in turn led to a full head of dark brown hair. He stared over half-spectacles at the two men who entered his surgery unannounced.


‘He’s got a leg shot,’ Mitch said.


‘He’s hit in the shoulder,’ Cal added.


‘What in hell you boys been up to?’ Mayweather bellowed. His voice was as big as his frame.


‘Well, I shot his kneecap,’ Mitch muttered.


‘An’ I nicked his shoulder,’ Cal said, leaning heavily on Mitch.


‘Playin’ cowboys and Indians?’ Mayweather laughed.


‘I’m bleedin’ to death here, Doc,’ Cal said through clenched teeth.


‘OK, OK. Let’s get him on the table,’ Mayweather grabbed Cal under the arm, and between them they laid him down. Grabbing a large pair of scissors that looked more like shears, Mayweather began cutting Cal’s denims straight up the middle.


‘Dammit, Doc, them’s the only pants I got!’ Cal groaned.


‘If’n I don’t stop this bleedin’ pretty damn quick you won’t need two pants legs, mister!’ Mayweather continued cutting.


Mitch sat in the corner of the surgery and rolled himself a cigarette; he was just about to strike a Lucifer when Mayweather turned on him.


‘You wanna kill yourself, go outside. I don’t allow smoking in here!’


‘Smoking’s good for you, Doc, you know that,’ Mitch countered.


‘Tell that to your lungs, boy,’ Mayweather replied. ‘No smoking in here.’


Reluctantly Mitch got to his feet and shuffled outside. Although late in the day, he guessed it was around four in the afternoon; the sun still shone brightly in the west. There were no clouds, just a heat haze, and the gold orb of the sun was impossible to look at unless you wanted to go blind.


Mitch lowered his gaze and looked about the small town. One street, and that was it. What breeze there was raised dust from the parched earth. Just another one-horse town. He guessed that if it wasn’t for the surrounding ranches, Calvary wouldn’t even exist.


There was a small saloon, a livery, a mercantile, which probably did the most business in town, and a gun shop with a sign hanging off rope, swaying in the breeze, that declared ‘New and used and we repair ’em too’.


Apart from a small café, the rest of the street was filled with wooden shacks, around ten or twelve, all exactly the same.


He saw no sign of a sheriff’s office or jail. Must have no need, he thought.


Mitch finished his smoke and tossed the glowing butt into the street. Not a soul was visible, and if he didn’t know better, he would have thought it was a ghost town.


The pain in his shoulder had subsided to a dull ache. It was stiff, but bearable. Turning, Mitch walked back into the doc’s surgery.


‘How’s he doin’, Doc?’ Mitch asked.


‘He’ll live. I stopped the bleeding. He was lucky, the bullet missed the patella . . .’ – he saw the look on the two men’s faces – ‘. . . the kneecap, but sure made a mess of some ligaments. Can’t repair them.’


‘Will I be able to walk, Doc?’ Cal asked.


‘You’ll be able to walk, but that leg ain’t gonna bend no more. Be as stiff as a broom-pole.’


‘Well, that’s better than losing the leg,’ Mitch piped up.


‘You’ll need to keep off that leg for at least a month. I’ll lend you a crutch. Come back in a week and I’ll change the dressings. That’ll be twenty dollars,’ Mayweather said as he turned and washed the blood off his hands.


‘Heck, Doc, I ain’t got no more’n ten dollars to my name,’ Cal said, shamefaced.


‘I’ll take care of it,’ Mitch said. ‘Check my shoulder over, Doc, and I’ll pay.’


‘Mighty generous of you,’ Cal looked relieved.


‘Oh, you’ll work for it. You got no place to go, so we’ll head out to the Bar-B as soon as I’m fixed up,’ Mitch said with a wry grin.


The wound in Mitch’s left shoulder, although deep, was clean, and the damage more painful than dangerous. The doc patched it up and put Mitch’s arm in a sling.


‘It’ll be sore for a while and a tad stiff, but you should be OK within a couple of weeks. Try not to use the arm overly,’ Mayweather said. ‘That’s twenty-five dollars all in, and I’ll throw in a bottle of laudnum, but use it sparingly, OK?’


‘Thanks, Doc,’ both men said almost together.


‘Could you give me a hand getting Cal into the saddle, Doc?’


‘Sure thing.’


‘There a hotel or boarding-house in town, Doc?’ Mitch asked,


‘Sure. Ellie-Rae sometimes lets a room out. It’s over the café. She cooks a mighty fine steak pie, too. Tell her I sent you over.’


Once saddled, the two men bade the doc farewell and set off to the café.


‘Fine pair we are,’ Cal said, ‘me with one leg and you with one arm.’


‘Well, at least we ain’t dead,’ Mitch replied.


‘Yet,’ Cal added.









Chapter Two


 


Josh Winters was well aware he was losing control of both his foreman and his ranch. Wheelchair-bound after a riding accident, he was totally reliant on his housekeeper, Maria Gonzalez, for his every need. Latham Parry, the foreman, had collected a set of men more used to gunplay than herding cattle or busting broncos. He had big plans for the Bar-Q, and he was a ruthless killer and manipulator who would let nothing get in his way. His plan was simple and as old as the hills: get rid of the smaller ranches that surrounded the Bar-Q, by fair means or foul – and the word ‘fair’ was not in his vocabulary.


The Bar-Q was some 30,000 acres, situated between Lubbock to the north and Midland to the south, most of it prime grassland fed by the Colorado river. Josh Winters had founded the ranch some thirty years ago, fighting off Indians and claim jumpers as well as the elements. Initially to breed and raise horses for the army as well as the surrounding towns, he soon saw the profit to be made from cattle. Once established, and with a small ranch house built, he sent for his childhood sweetheart, Anne-Marie, from Galveston on the banks of the Gulf of Mexico, to join him and become his wife. But the stage she was on was raided by Indians between Houston and Waco, and it was six months before Josh learned what had happened.


He never married, and had no heir to his ranch and vast fortune. Most of his original and faithful crew were either dead, or in a worse state than he was. With his heart broken, he devoted all his energy into building up a herd. The ranch house was expanded and the herd grew. Soon his beef was in high demand, and the regular drives to Abilene and on to Dallas earned him more money than he could ever spend.


Maria Gonzalez had crossed the Rio Grande at Del Rio when she was eighteen years old, to escape the poverty they lived in, and also the threat her parents had made that she would be sold and married to the highest bidder. The journey was arduous as well as dangerous, but her desire to rule her own life, and her strength of purpose, saw her through. She slowly made her way to Odessa, getting any job she could to keep body and soul together. Eventually she reached Lubbock – and that’s where Josh Winters found her.


Josh had driven his buckboard into Lubbock at around three in the afternoon. His plan was to pick up supplies, grab something to eat, and get back to the ranch before nightfall. His supplies were ready and waiting for him, and the storekeeper and his lad helped him load the buckboard.


‘Thanks, Jim,’ Josh said to the storekeeper and tossed a dollar to the lad who helped out after school.


‘Gee, thanks mister,’ the boy said, his eyes wide as he saw the gleaming coin in his hand.


‘What’s that new eatery like, Jim?’ Josh asked.


‘Mighty fine,’ Jim replied. ‘Best stew and dumplings I ever did eat, and the apple pie just melts in your mouth.’


‘Sounds good to me,’ Josh said. ‘OK if I leave the buckboard here?’


‘Sure,’ Jim said, ‘we’ll keep an eye on it.’


‘Thanks.’


Josh made his way down Main Street, slapping the trail dust off his clothes as he went. It was then he heard a muffled scream. He stood stock still, trying to fathom where the sound had come from. He took his Stetson off and cocked his head to one side, trying to cut out the noises on the street.


The muffled scream came again, and Josh ducked down a side alley. The shadows were deep and black, but he could just make out the outlines of three figures, two men and a woman. Josh immediately drew his Colt, and shouted: ‘What in hell’s goin’ on here?’


The struggling stopped briefly as a gruff and obviously drunk voice bellowed: ‘Mind yer business, mister.’


‘I’m making it my business,’ Josh yelled. ‘Let that woman go. Now!’


In the deep gloom of the alley Josh saw one man break free from the woman, and as his eyes had become used to the darkness, he saw him reach for his gun. Josh didn’t hesitate: he aimed low and hit the man in the leg before he could pull the trigger.


Immediately, the other man drew, but Josh held his fire as he still had hold of the woman and his pistol was pressed to her head.


‘Don’t do anything stupid, fella,’ Josh cautioned. ‘Take your pal and walk away.’


‘Oh, I’m walking away all right, and this li’l filly is walking with me. You just go about your business, cowboy, an’ no one will get hurt.’


‘That ain’t gonna happen, fella,’ Josh said, his Colt held steady in his right hand.


‘Jed,’ the injured man croaked, ‘let’s just get out of here. I’m hurtin’ real bad here.’


‘Shut your mouth, I ain’t backin’ down to no greenhorn!’ But as the man said this, his attention was momentarily taken away from Josh, and it was all that Josh needed to make his play.


Maria seemed to sense that, one way or another, the situation was about to end, and instinctively she stamped on her captor’s foot as hard as she could. The man’s gun arm dropped slightly, and without a second’s hesitation, Josh fired. The .45 slug caught the man called Jed in the upper arm, shattering the humerus from the collarbone, and the man screamed; he stood in shock for a few seconds as his right arm fell useless to his side.


Maria slumped to the ground, and for an instant, Josh thought his shot had hit her. Rushing over, he knelt by her side, and was relieved to see a small smile on her lips and her large brown eyes peering up at him.


‘Thank you, señor, you saved my life!’


That was forty years ago, and Maria had devoted her life to Josh Winters ever since. Sitting in his wheelchair, Josh found himself dwelling more on the past than the present; the future didn’t even enter his head.


 


Now that the trail drive had started, two and a half thousand head of prime beef on the hoof, the only hands left on the ranch were Parry’s hand-picked men – or rather, men whom Clancy had selected for the next operation that Parry had in mind.


Latham Parry was outlining his plan for the raid on the Bar-B that night. ‘Plan’ was perhaps too grand a word for it. Brad Evans was one of the many thorns Parry had in his side. The Bar-B was fine grazing land, and Parry saw it as the first step to building his empire. Old man Winters was too old and too frail to stop him, and Parry knew his days were numbered. With no family to inherit the Bar-Q, Parry would simply take it over.


But Parry was not a patient man, and had already taken steps to ensure that Winters’ time would be up soon. Real soon.
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