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ONE


He’d been heading home for more than a week, driven half crazy by an itch he couldn’t scratch, a foreboding that had his eyes hunting the tangled woods and high passes, his hands never far from his guns.


Now, as he ducked under the cottonwoods and rode out into the open, the nameless fears hit him again, this time so strong his mouth went dry.


Abruptly, Cord McQueen reined in, let his startled horse dance sideways into the long grass and waist-high scrub bordering the trail.


Three hundred yards away, the column of smoke rising from the chimney of the McQueens’ low ranch house on the east bank of the Tongue was a thin white brush-stroke on blue skies. Alongside the house the big barn’s doors were closed. The disused, tumbledown bunkhouse formed the long side of a right angle that touched the big corral. Inside that pole enclosure four unsaddled horses lazed in the late afternoon sun.


To the left of the house the familiar grassy slope led up into the spine of trees lining the long ridge. McQueen let his eyes follow its contours, for long moments gazed without seeing into the lengthening shadows beneath the trees before he felt compelled to look again at the house.


Too still. Why no movement?


McQueen swore softly, irritably, saw his patient buckskin’s ears twitch, smiled fleetingly and without mirth.


What the hell. It was a working day. Pa would be miles away over towards the Yellowstone combing the wild country for the horse herds, young Lee riding with him; maybe stopped off at the cabin some ten miles north before making the last push home. A fire in the stove meant Ma was already preparing the evening meal. The front door was open. If he sniffed, the hot, still air would likely be laced with the rich aroma of good beef stew simmering in the iron pot. If he hollered she’d recognize his voice and come a-running.


Yet still Cord McQueen held back.


He reached down, saddle leather creaking as he absently ran his hand along the buckskin’s damp neck. Eyes narrowed against the sun, his mind was again battling to understand what he had begun to believe were phantom fears.


The feelings had started soon after he urged the buckskin on to the trail out of Fort Laramie. At first they’d prodded him in a mischievous sort of way, scarcely noticeable, no more annoying than a rock that decides to dig into a dog-tired man’s ribs midway through a night spent sleeping rough under the stars.


For several days they had stayed like that, only mildly disturbing but nevertheless refusing to go away as he rode steadily in a north-westerly direction, crossing first Salt Creek then Crazy Woman Creek before heading for the higher ground where he was less likely to encounter the restless Sioux.


Late afternoon, two days from home, he’d figured it was the Indians had him jumping at shadows, shying away from every brittle snapping of a twig, twisting in the saddle at the unexpected rattle of a falling rock.


It was a natural mistake. The morning of that same day he’d picked up the acrid smell of woodsmoke, ridden down out of the forest to cut across the Bozeman Trail and seen, a thousand yards to the south, the smouldering ruins of Fort Phil Kearny. He’d surmised ruefully that, one way or another, old Red Cloud had got his way without signing one damn piece of paper. Burning down the empty forts along the Bozeman was a magnificent gesture of defiance that left awesome, blazing symbols of his victory. With Red Cloud in that mood his braves would be excitable, and dangerous.


But even as the thought crossed McQueen’s mind he’d known it was laughable. Hell, his family had run horses in the Powder River country too long for him to break into a cold sweat at the thought of bands of painted Sioux on the rampage. The reason for his apprehension lay elsewhere.


He had continued to search for the answer as he rode through the heat of the day. Chasing and discarding possibilities had kept him awake all that night and most of the next, disturbing him more than the sharpest of stones.


As he circled round and guided his weary buckskin down through the rugged northern foothills of the Bighorn Mountains, vague anxiety had grown into a terrible foreboding it was impossible to ignore. By the time he emerged from thinning pines and spruce covering the lower slopes and saw ahead of him the glittering ribbon of the Tongue River, he’d worn himself ragged constantly loosening his battered old Henry in its saddle boot, had taken to riding with the reins in his left hand so his right could hover close to his Navy Colt.


And now …?


Now, he was home. The foreboding was reality. For he was reluctantly acknowledging that when he gazed towards the McQueen spread there was something his eyes had half seen, then quickly passed over; an instinctive defence mechanism had kicked in, forced him to look away, to move his gaze on and up into the reassuring quiet of the trees.


Cord McQueen felt a sudden, sour sickness in his stomach.


He kneed his reluctant horse out of the lush, stirrup-high grass and back onto the trail, pointed it towards the house, held it at a steady walk. That way they covered fifty yards, a hundred; moved to within fifty yards of the house.


Close enough. He eased back, reined in, turned the buckskin so it stood with its left shoulder towards the buildings.


Again Cord McQueen looked across the dust of the empty yard. Muscles bunched in his jaw as he lifted his gaze beyond the house to the grassy slope – and felt the shock hit him like a physical blow, a violent kick in the belly driving all the breath from his body, blurring his vision.


At the foot of the slope, in a hollow beneath a vertical bank, three crosses fashioned from fresh-cut branches cast long afternoon shadows across trampled grass and dark mounds of raw earth.


McQueen rocked forward in the saddle. He felt his mind go numb. His heart began to hammer The blood roared in his ears.


Six weeks ago he had set out on the ride south to the Platte to talk horses with the army down at Fort Laramie, had turned at the cottonwoods as he departed to wave cheerily to the three members of his family. Was this all that was left of them? Three holes in the ground, covered with cold earth? Three crosses, grim, mocking reminders of all he had lost?


He gripped the saddle horn with both hands, hung on. And as an iron band tightened across his chest and the numbness in his head became a watery giddiness that threatened to dump him from the saddle, he forced his mouth open, gasped, sucked in a deep, shuddering breath.


After what seemed like a lifetime but could have been no more than a few fleeting seconds, Cord McQueen lifted his head. Inside him, the change was swift, the stunning effects of shock driven away like dust in the wind as smouldering anger burst into flame. He clenched his teeth, bit back the almost uncontrollable urge for instant action, deliberately tore his gaze away from the pathetic cluster of graves.


Above the house, the smoke column was now an accusing finger. The graves told one story. This told another. A killer was in there, maybe more than one. Sitting in old Nate McQueen’s chair, booted feet up against the iron stove. Sprawled around the table, holding mugs of hot coffee in hands stained with blood and fresh earth.…


Moving slowly but with grim purpose, McQueen leaned down, dragged his old Henry from its boot, jacked a shell into the breech.


His hand was still closing the lever when the barn’s loft doors were kicked open. A shotgun blast tore the hat from his head, sent needles of fire ripping across his scalp.


Instinctively he threw himself forward in the saddle, kicked the buckskin into a fast gallop that took him across the line of fire. The second barrel blasted. Shot whistled across his bent back, plucked at his shirt. Then he was riding along the short end of the corral, frightened, milling horses between him and the house as he wrenched his horse to a slithering stop.


McQueen kicked free of the stirrups, hit the ground running, threw the reins over the buckskin’s head and slapped its rump.


Then he was down, crawling in the short grass behind a stack of peeled poles as a bearded man emerged from the ruined bunkhouse and opened up with a rifle. Another huge, bearded figure appeared in the doorway of the house, began blasting methodically with two six-guns.


McQueen snapped two quick shots at the barn, ducked back as rifle slugs from the bunkhouse chipped a line of splinters from the logs. He wriggled left, poked the Henry out and drove the man with the six-guns back into the house with two well-aimed shots.


Then he was himself driven back into cover as a fourth man appeared, on the grassy slopes above the graves, and from that high vantage point let loose with what sounded like a buffalo gun.


As the first heavy slug thumped into the earth, Cord rolled, sat with his back against the logs. Breathing hard he dashed away the warm blood that was trickling into his eyes, swiftly calculated how many shells remained in the Henry.


He’d fired two at the barn, two at the house. Eleven left. His Navy Colt was loaded. He had a full gun-belt.


Fifty yards away, the buckskin had obeyed the trailing reins and was standing stock still, ears pricked.


McQueen was still looking that way when the bearded man who’d been at the bunkhouse suddenly showed himself away to McQueen’s right, dropped to one knee with the rifle to his shoulder and sent a hail of lead whining along the peeled poles, driving McQueen sideways.


He spun away around the end of the stack, leaned tight up against the sawn ends of the poles so the pile was again between him and the bearded man. But he was dangerously exposed. A heavy slug from the buffalo gun up on the hill snicked his left boot and slammed into the loose stack, low down. Two poles swung out, swivelled sideways. The whole pile collapsed with a rumble, slippery poles bouncing and rolling across the grass.


McQueen tumbled backwards. He fell awkwardly among the loose poles, kicked helplessly, then found firm ground and came up on one knee clutching the Henry. Around him, the logs settled, became still. A horse whinnied, pawed the dust. There was a taut silence, thick with menace.


As the hot sun began to dry the blood on his head, tightening his scalp, Cord McQueen felt the bitter taste of despair.


To his front, sunlight glinted on the shotgun up in the team.


The big man with the six-guns stepped out of the doorway, jogged easily and confidently away from the house until he was positioned to McQueen’s left.


Away to McQueen’s right, the man with the rifle stood up, grinning.


Suddenly, the silence was broken by the man with the buffalo gun.


‘Injuns!’ he hollered.


He had moved downslope towards the graves, and now pointed across the silvery glitter of the Tongue. Some four hundred yards away on a high bluff, three mounted braves were silhouetted against the sky.


A quick glance around him told McQueen that all four men had turned their attention towards the Indians on the skyline.


He spun, leaped clear of the scattered logs, gave a shrill whistle. Then, as the buckskin lifted its head and trotted towards him, he set off in a jinking, swerving run.


The rifle cracked. A slug whirred high overhead. Someone yelled, ‘He’s gettin’ away!’


But the single shot and the shouted warning were both half-hearted, and McQueen felt a sudden, wild surge of hope. He raced through the short grass, reached the buckskin, grabbed the horn and swung up into the saddle. As he picked up the reins and wheeled the horse he caught a last, fleeting glimpse of his attackers. They were running towards the house, their heads turned towards the distant bluff.


Then he had switched the Henry to his right hand, rammed it into its saddle boot and was riding away from the ranch towards the Powder River at a furious gallop.


Roughly forty miles south and west from the McQueen spread the solid, comfortable cabin owned by Pierre Monet was tucked away in a rocky area of scrub and tall timber at the foot of the Bighorn Mountains out of which tumbled the waters of the Powder River.


Pierre Monet had hunted there since the mid-50s, first using a Hawken and more recently a seven-shot Spencer to bring down the game whose furs provided him with a reasonable income through trading and left enough meat over to keep him and his daughter, Juliet, pretty well fed.


Today he hadn’t burnt any powder, but, hell, there weren’t too many times he wandered through the woods without firing a shot, able to do nothing but enjoy the warm, filtered sunlight and the clean, pine-scented air. This was one of those rare days, so as he swung easily down the steep track through the trees that evening, Spencer on his shoulder, he was far from unhappy.


He was a lean wolf of a man, Pierre Monet. Son of a French father and English mother, he had long grey hair, a cropped beard, and piercing blue eyes lost in a nest of fine wrinkles. He wore the fringed deerskin shirt and trousers of the pioneer, and calf-length beaded moccasins he’d won in a card game with an Indian chief who, Monet always maintained, had been too damn drunk to count the coloured spots.


The whole Powder River region was considered sacred by the Lakota, which fact old Pierre took with a big pinch of salt since he well knew that the Lakota had only recently – in comparative terms – wrested it from other tribes.


As far as Pierre was concerned it was live and let live. Like the Indians, he figured there was enough land and game to provide a living for everyone. But he was old enough and wise enough to know that one bad apple could spoil a whole barrel, and if there were no bad apples there was always the white man’s greed.


He chewed on that thought for fifty yards, then left the trail, used his free hand to vault down off a low, mossy bank, and moments later was close enough to his cabin to see its dark outline through the thinning trees.


A fine place to live. Scarcely a day passed without his thinking those same thoughts. Now, the realization that all was not right reminded him of something his English mother had always said: laugh too much, boy, and you’ll end up in tears, and so often had she been proved right that the memory at once darkened his mood.


That, and those sombre reflections on bad apples and white man’s greed. The Bozeman Trail was a prime example of the latter, pushed through the great buffalo preserves to the Montana Territory goldfields by John Bozeman. That had been in 1862. Since then, old Red Cloud had been doing his damnedest to cut that trail. He’d massacred Captain William Fetterman and eighty men in December ’66, just failed to take Fort Phil Kearny six months later and now, in the summer of ‘88, word was that he was still refusing to talk peace.


Well, that was something for Red Cloud to sort out with Harney and Sherman and the other peace commissioners. They could chew the fat around the campfires of Fort Laramie till Judgement Day, but the way Pierre Monet figured it there was only one way it could end. The white man would sign, then break his promises and ruthlessly take over the Indian’s lands. And if what he visualised became fact, the peace of the region would be shattered for all time, which would leave him and what was left of the Indian nations more than a little peeved.


But that was looking on the grand scale, Pierre acknowledged, as he cut through the last of the trees and emerged into the evening shadows crawling across the grassy slope above the cabin.


Right now, on a scale he could handle if luck was on his side, he had troubles closer to home – and every damn one of them emanated from that old rascal Nate McQueen and the cold-hearted devil who’d come riding down with him from the Black Hills, the gleam of greed in his yellow eyes and something mighty heavy weighing down his saddlebags.


But they’d ridden through three days ago, and even that worry faded from Pierre Monet’s mind as his sharp ears picked up the soft beat of hooves and, with narrowed eyes, he looked beyond the cabin across the darkening landscape and saw the rider approaching fast from the low country.




TWO


‘All right,’ Levi Farrington said. ‘Now Hil’s here, let’s settle it.’


He was a huge, handsome man. In the ruddy glow of the setting sun he loomed immense, yet appeared kindly, almost avuncular. But as he moved away from the window the changing light shattered the illusion. His long shadow fell across the animal skins scattered over the dirt floor of the McQueens’ big living-room. His bulk became menacing, overpowering, and when combined with the overall blackness of his clothing and features the impression was of a violent man who thrived on evil.


Eyes brooding, he stroked the thick dark hair that matted the lower half of his face, glanced at the slight, red-haired man sitting fingering a pack of greasy playing cards at the table by the window; shifted his gaze to the outlaw with the wispy brown goatee who stood by the stove pouring coffee into a mug; finally let his deep-set dark eyes settle on the giant of man who had just walked in and slammed the door.


‘You got a good look at him from up there in the barn, Hil,’ he said. ‘He the same feller, or have we kicked a whole family out of this shack for no goddamn reason ’cept the hell of it?’


Hilary Farrington grinned at his brother, strong teeth gleaming white through his thick, black beard as he slammed the Greener carelessly onto the table. ‘Sure as hell looked like him,’ he said. ‘Tall. Lean as a starvin’ cougar. Hair like sun-bleached hay and that goddamn moustache like the biggest steerhorns you ever saw.’


‘Moves fast,’ Levi said thoughffully. ‘We caught him cold, but he got away. Maybe I should have put Taylor up there with the shotgun.’


‘Maybe you should watch your goddamn tongue,’ Hil Farrington said flatly.


Will Taylor noisily replaced the coffee pot, sent a brown jet of tobacco juice hissing against the stove’s hot iron as he stepped away, shook his head.


‘Forget the shotgun, one slug’s all I need,’ he said. ‘Next time McQueen comes by, that old buff’ gun’ll blow him in half.’


‘If he stands still,’ Billie Barton said. He placed a forefinger alongside the Greener’s barrels, with a smooth motion set the gun spinning on the table’s smooth boards like the glittering blades of a blued-steel windmill.


But only for an instant. Without warning, Hil Farrington’s big fist came down like a sledge hammer. It smashed Barton’s thin wrist against the table. His other hand scooped up the whirling Greener.


‘And iffen he comes by,’ he said. He reached across the table and used two hands to ram the muzzle of the shotgun in the centre of Barton’s filthy woollen shirt, leaned his weight on the gun to force the smaller man hard up against the back of his chair. ‘And if anyone’s interested,’ he said, watching Barton’s eyes, ‘those Sioux braves were there one minute, gone the next. We was spooked by Injuns didn’t even know we was here, was maybe out takin’ the air – so think about that before you put too much blame on my shootin’, brother Levi.’


‘The Injuns ain’t an issue,’ Levi said coolly. ‘Back off, Hil. I was joshin’, and sure as hell Billie didn’t harm your goddamn shotgun. Christ knows where McQueen’s gone, but if he’s got friends we’ll need all the firepower we can muster.’


‘We got Tom and Zeke to call on,’ Barton pointed out. ‘Ain’t that enough?’


‘Those two’re tied up elsewhere. They stay put, and you know it,’ Levi said.


‘Way I figure it, Cord McQueen ain’t an issue,’ Will Taylor said eyeing Levi. He drained his coffee and clanged the empty mug alongside the pot on the hot stove. ‘Made sense stoppin’ here a couple nights, sure. But them James boys robbed the bank at Russelville more’n three months ago. The rate we’re goin’, by the time we make it to Missouri they’ll’ve emptied every goddamn bank vault in the South.’


‘Let me tell you, Will, what you figure don’t bother me too much,’ Levi Farrington said. His black eyes fixed balefully on the man with the goatee. ‘When we rode out of Lawrence in a bunch in ’63 there was three brothers and my pa alongside me. Five goddamn minutes later all that was left of that family is what you see here. McQueen and his Red Leg cronies caught us cold. Took a long time for me and Hil to come up with him. But we ain’t never forgot what he did, and for that, he’ll die.’


‘Sure,’ Hilary said. He pulled away from the sweating Barton, lifted the Greener and took a bead on Will Taylor’s head. ‘Bang,’ he said softly, then chuckled and lowered the gun. ‘Easy as that, Will – and when that chore’s done, we’ll head for Tennessee and pick us out a nice railroad to rob, show the James boys how it’s done.’


Billie Barton cleared his throat. ‘If we’re layin’ cards on the table,’ he said, ‘I vote we ditch Taylor right now.’


‘Why, you dirty—’


Will Taylor came away from the stove, lunged towards Billie Barton. Then Levi Farrington’s massive arm swung back and slammed across his chest The blow drove Taylor bodily back across the room. He hit the hot stove, caromed off, sent the coffee pot flying. Still fighting for balance, he stepped on the rolling tin pot and crashed to the floor.


‘Easy, now,’ Levi said. He grinned across at his brother, turned to shake his head reproachfully at Billie Barton. ‘I appreciate that you two don’t hit it off too well, Billie. What Will did in Virginia City was reckless, and maybe he didn’t take time to think things out. But if we ever do get around to stoppin’ them trains, it’ll be me and Hil doin’ the thinkin’, and we’ll need men with guts to ride with us.’


Billie dragged the back of his hand across his lips, his eyes on Will Taylor as he climbed off the floor, ‘That’s the hard way,’ he said sullenly. ‘We was all set to get us a heap of gold nice and easy. Then Taylor shoots up the goddamn saloon and gets us all drove out of town.’
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