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Riding the Vengeance Trail


There was a time when Thomas Fury was happy.


A young wife, a child on the way and a farm to tend had kept him busy, but he’d enjoyed the toil for he knew that he was building a future for himself and his family. That future, though, was shattered one afternoon when five riders, led by Luke Marlow, rode in. Soon gunshots rang out and Thomas Fury’s world fell apart.


Now Fury rides the vengeance trail, driven on by a desire to deal out justice to those who have destroyed everything that mattered to him.


Fury will not stop until every one of those five men lies dead in the ground, for then – and only then – will he reach the end of the Vengeance Trail.
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This book is dedicated to my fellow Black Horse riders, who keep the spirit of the West alive.


And in memory of Randy Johnson, fan and friend.


‘Revenge, the sweetest morsel to the mouth that ever was cooked in hell.’


Sir Walter Scott, The Heart of Mid-Lothian




ONE


‘Gutless is what you are,’ Jim Tanner yelled and crossed the room, peered through the slats at the window and then turned back to his son. He shook his head and ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. ‘You craven bastard.’


Ethan glared back at his father, holding the older man’s eyes with his gaze. ‘I ain’t no coward,’ he said. ‘Just not a damn fool is all. If I go out there Fury’ll shoot me down. I’ll have no chance. That ain’t cowardly, that’s just good sense.’


‘Pity you didn’t show that good sense when you started all this,’ Jim said and bit the end off a large cigar. He spat tobacco onto the floor, earning himself a look of reproach from his wife who sat in the far corner, a worried expression permanently plastered across her once beautiful face. She could tolerate her husband’s cussing but his vile habit of spitting was best done out of doors.


‘You and your damn fool friends started all this,’ Jim sucked the cigar to life, and released a fragrant cloud of smoke into the air. ‘Why, I should simply throw you out there to face Fury.’


‘That’s man’s an animal,’ Ethan said and tried to stop his hands from shaking. ‘He ain’t no ordinary man. That son of a bitch just won’t take killing.’


‘Don’t see anything,’ Jim said, ignoring his son while he once again peered through the window slats. Only a moment ago, Fury had announced his presence by yelling for Ethan to come out and face him and yet he was nowhere to be seen. It was too damn dark to see more than a few feet and the old man could make out nothing but the vaguest of shapes, none of them looking even remotely like a man.


‘I ain’t going out there, Pa,’ Ethan said, firmly.


Jim again peered through the window slats. He held the rifle tightly in his hands and cursed beneath his breath. It was a dark night, absolutely no moonlight; not a star visible in the overcast Arizona sky.


‘Send the boy out,’ Fury yelled. Jim couldn’t make out exactly where the voice had come from. It was as if the world ended a few feet from the ranch house, swallowed up by an inky blackness.


‘He’ll come out,’ Jim yelled back. ‘But not for you. He’ll come out for the law.’


‘The law ain’t concerned with this,’ Fury yelled back. ‘Send the boy out and you can go in peace. I ain’t got no argument with you.’


‘You killed a lawman’s son,’ Jim shouted, eyes frantically scanning the darkness for any sign of Fury. The man had to be somewhere.


‘I did,’ Fury retorted, matter of factly.


‘Cole Thornton,’ Jim said. ‘You gunned him down. Shot him in the back of the head, I hear.’


‘That weren’t exactly the way it played out,’ Fury shouted and then added, ‘But I killed him sure enough. Now send the boy out.’


‘Ain’t there been enough killing?’


‘Not near enough,’ Fury retorted.


‘He’s my son,’ Jim yelled back. ‘You can’t expect me to send him out to certain death. If you’ve got an argument with my boy then I’ll make it my argument.’


‘Fair enough,’ Fury replied.


‘Then leave us in peace,’ Jim yelled back. ‘You have my word I’ll take my boy to face the law myself. There’ll be a fair trial. That’s the only way to end this.’


‘Ain’t the only way,’ Fury retorted. ‘You going to send the boy out or ain’t you going to send him out?’


‘I ain’t.’


‘Fair enough.’


Suddenly there was a flash and the simultaneous roar of a high-powered rifle.


Jim was thrown back from the now ruined window; shards of glass, wood splinters and specks of blood seeming to hang suspended in the air. He crashed into the table and slid to the floor. He didn’t utter a word but groaned post mortem as air escaped his lungs. The top of his head had been taken clean off, brain matter and skull fragments mixed in with the blood. The bullet had hit him in the side of the head, pulping one eye, had torn through soft matter, mushroomed when it hit the hard bone of the man’s skull and then exited with a gush of blood, brains and ruined cranium.


The man’s wife screamed.


Ethan looked first at his mother and then at his father’s body. He ran to his father and snatched the rifle from the floor where it had landed after sliding from the dead man’s hands. There was gore on the stock and the boy rubbed it off and then looked at the blood on his own hands. His father’s blood.


Ethan knew that this was his fault; deep down he knew that but Ethan had never been one to take responsibility for his own actions and he screamed out in both anger and anguish, ‘FURY!’


What did Fury have to go and do that for? This was nothing to do with the old man. All the old man had been doing was trying to protect his son, his own flesh and blood – you couldn’t blame a man for that.


Fury should have understood that. After all, this was all about flesh and blood.


‘I’m going out there,’ he said but his mother didn’t hear him and she slid from her own chair, crawled to her husband’s body and cradled the gruesome mess that was his head in her lap. Blood stained her flowered pinny. Once again she screamed, a yell that increased in intensity before reaching a cutting-off point and then subsiding to a plaintive sob.


‘He killed your pa,’ she said, as though not believing it. ‘He killed your pa. Shot him dead. Ethan, your pa’s dead. Dead.’


Ethan nodded.


‘He’ll kill you too.’ The old woman shook her head, a cold despair had fallen over her, covering her like a burial shroud. She locked eyes with her son, a distant look crossed her face and then she said, simply and without emotion, ‘I guess you deserve killing for what you’ve done. I guess in a way it was you that killed your own father.’


‘Don’t talk like that, Ma.’ Ethan said, his tone plaintive.


The old woman shook her head.


‘It was you that did this,’ she said, cradling her dead husband’s head. She was oblivious to the thick gore that was all over her hands and clothes. ‘It was you who brought this man here. You.’


Ethan took one last look at his father and then ran to the door, released the bolt and kicked it open. He stood there for a moment in the doorway, silhouetted against the bright interior of the house, before taking a step outside into a night that was blacker than any night had a right to be.


‘Ethan Tanner,’ Fury’s voice came from the left and Ethan turned, fired blindly and heard the shot ricochet off a rock. ‘You know why I’m here.’


‘Yes, dammit,’ Ethan said. ‘I know why you’re here, you bastard. Show yourself.’


Then Fury stepped out of concealment and stood there, not more than ten feet away from Ethan. His hands hung loose by his sides, the butts of his twin Colts, facing forward, were plainly visible in their holsters. His rifle was in a pouch, slung over his back so that the stock protruded over his left shoulder. He was dressed almost entirely in black; even the Stetson perched at a jaunty angle atop his head was black, the only variation in colour being the off-white of his shirt and the charcoal grey of his hatband. He stood there staring at Ethan, his pale blue eyes appeared grey in the poor light and his sun-hardened skin had the appearance of aged leather.


‘You killed my pa,’ Ethan said.


‘Reckon so,’ Fury replied, spat on the ground. ‘I warned the old man. He took no heed of those warnings.’


‘You killed him,’ Ethan said again.


‘Kin for kin, I guess you could say.’ Fury smiled. It was a cold smile; rictus.


‘Son of a bitch,’ Ethan said and lifted his rifle but he hadn’t even aimed the gun before Fury cleared leather and blew a hole in the centre of his chest. Ethan was lifted from his feet with the power of the blast and thrown backwards. The wall of the house stopped him and he slid to the ground, his blood seeping into the dirt, his eyes staring sightlessly at the man who had taken his life.


‘Kin for kin,’ Fury repeated and holstered his weapon.


The old woman appeared in the doorway. She was sobbing, her eyes wide in shock and grief and in her hands she held a scattergun that her husband had sawn off to make it more manoeuvrable for quick firing.


‘Best you put that cannon down,’ Fury warned, with little emotion in his voice. His eyes were unblinking as he stared at the old woman.


‘You killed my husband,’ the old woman said, between sobs. ‘You killed my son too.’


‘Reckon so,’ Fury said. Again his words were cold and delivered without any emotion whatsoever. ‘I told your husband to send the boy out. All I wanted was the boy but he wouldn’t listen. Still, reckon I would have done the same in your husband’s position.’


‘You dirty bastard,’ the old woman screamed, perhaps cussing for the first time in her life.


Fury nodded, said, ‘Guess you’ve got the measure of me, lady.’


‘Dirty bastard,’ the old woman repeated.


‘We’ve established that fact,’ Fury replied. ‘Now put that big old gun down. It must be feeling pretty heavy in your dainty little hands.’


‘You’ve taken everything,’ the old woman said. ‘I’ve got nothing left now. I’m all alone.’


‘Ain’t nice to lose everything,’ Fury agreed. ‘Ain’t nice at all.’


For a moment it looked as though the old woman was going to fire the shotgun but then she dropped it, allowed it to fall to the ground and collapsed to her knees. She let out a hysterical scream before burying her face in her hands and falling silent.


Fury watched her for a moment. His own face was expressionless, cold.


The old woman remained there on the ground, her body shaking, but she didn’t utter another word.


‘Tell the others I’m coming for them,’ Fury said and calmly turned away.


The old woman reached out and lifted the shotgun, putting it to her shoulder and taking aim at the retreating man’s back.


Fury spun on his feet, clearing leather as he did so, and held his gun aimed squarely at the old woman.


‘I sure don’t want to kill you,’ he said. ‘Don’t make me. That’s what your husband did and look what happened to him.’


For several long moments, the woman held the shotgun levelled at Fury. A look of confusion crossed her face and she finally lowered the gun and bowed her head, her shoulders animated with her sobs.


‘Kin for kin,’ Fury said again and holstered his Colt.


Moments later he rode away, not looking back until he was once again swallowed up by the night.


Fury felt at home in the night.




TWO


‘Fury’s killed Ethan Tanner,’ Griz said. ‘He killed his pa too, shot down the old man.’


‘When?’


‘Three days past,’ Griz scratched his chin. ‘The sheriff heard this morning and immediately sent his deputy with the message.’


Wearily, Dan Marlow looked up from his paperwork and sighed. He removed the wire-rim spectacles he wore and massaged the bridge of his nose. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, cursing Thomas Fury.


‘I’ve got men out everywhere looking for Fury,’ he said. ‘I’ve got bounty killers and the law on his tail and yet he simply walks into the Tanner place and guns down the boy and his father.’


Griz nodded, said nothing.


‘You say the deputy’s here now?’ Marlow asked.


‘Yeah, Steve Carter. Ellie’s making him coffee and breakfast before he rides back to town.’ Carter was a fresh-faced deputy, only just into his twenties and carrying a blazing torch for Ellie Marlow. No doubt being sent out to the Marlow ranch with the news was the highlight of his day.


‘Ride into Sand Creek with the deputy,’ Marlow said. ‘Get the sheriff out here. If he grumbles tell him I’m ordering that he move his fat useless ass. I need to see him and not some hired hand of a deputy who spends all his time mooning over my daughter.’


Griz nodded, again said nothing and turned on his feet.


Once he was alone, Marlow crossed the room and went to the cabinet he’d had shipped over from one of New York’s finest stores. The cabinet had been constructed in London by master craftsmen, and was a thing of beauty, gleaming teak doors with silver handles and when you opened the doors you were greeted with a set of stained glass shelves, all well stocked with both liquor and various wines. Marlow didn’t tend to drink in the day – well, except for the occasional glass of wine with his afternoon meal – but today he reached for the whiskey and poured a generous measure into a crystal glass tumbler.


Right about now he needed a stiff drink.


Fury was getting closer and although Marlow had been half expecting this, he had been hoping that Fury would simply vanish, but a month ago Fury had walked into a saloon in Cougar Town and shot Cole Thornton through the back of the head. He’d identified himself to the witnesses, and there were several, as Thomas Fury, telling them that he was on the vengeance trail and to put the word about. He wanted word to spread, so that those he was looking for would know that he was coming for them. And now three days ago he’d gotten Ethan Tanner, which left only the Billings boys and Marlow’s own son, Luke. Cole Thornton had been the son of the sheriff of Cougar Town but Fury had simply gunned him down and then left town without breaking a sweat.


Marlow drained the whiskey, poured another, opened one of the drawers in the cabinet and pulled out his small Derringer, then dropped it into the pocket of his housecoat. From now on and until Fury lay dead in the dirt, until he’d seen the man’s corpse with his own eyes, he would be armed. Day and night he would have some sort of weapon on him.


It was highly unlikely that Fury would be able to get anywhere near the ranch, they were too well fortified for that. Not only was the ranch situated in a natural valley, surrounded by towering, almost impassable cliffs but there were a lot of men around the place, far too many for Fury to get through. With a little bit of planning the ranch could be turned into a fortress capable of withstanding an attacking army so they should have little problem with one man on a vengeance trail.


Indeed, Marlow knew how to defend the valley.


Years back, during the worst of the Indian troubles, he had been able to hold off an entire army of Apaches in a battle that had lasted for several hours. Afterwards many of the Indians lay dead but Marlow had lost only two men, and one of those men had actually shot himself in his panic to pull his gun. The bullet had entered the man’s groin, obliterating a major artery and blasting his genitals out of existence. Yeah, Marlow knew only too well how to defend the valley, how to turn it into a stronghold that Fury would never penetrate.


That would be the plan, the always-cautious Marlow decided. He’d turn the ranch into a bastion with only one way in and one way out. The entrance to the valley would be guarded day and night by several heavily-armed men, others would be placed around the surrounding cliffs, specially prepared dug-outs would be constructed where men could remain hidden away. For twenty-four hours a day until Fury had been stopped, there would be armed men guarding the entrance to the fertile valley where Marlow had built his home.


After draining his second drink, Marlow left his office and went through to the living room where Ellie was seated, reading a well-thumbed book.


‘From now on you don’t leave the house without first telling me,’ Marlow said. ‘And if you go into town you take at least three men with you. And only then with my permission.’


Ellie looked up from the pages of her book, a quizzical expression on her face.


‘Father …’ she said, but Marlow held up a hand to silence her.


‘Don’t question my motives,’ he said. ‘Just do as I say.’


She nodded, smiled meekly and said with an air of resignation, ‘As you wish, Father.’


Marlow didn’t say another word and went outside in search of the ranch foreman. Ned Rawlings had been with him for almost as long as he had been here in the valley, and Marlow trusted him like he was his own flesh and blood. There was a time when Rawlings would have been useful in a fight, but he was getting on now; too many years weighed him down for him to be any good as a fighting man. Ned Rawlings though was still the man Marlow turned to when he wanted something done.


Marlow found Ned over by the south corral supervising a bunch of cowboys who were trying to break in a particularly ferocious stallion. He stood there for a few minutes watching a cowboy being tossed about on the beast’s back. It looked at one point that the cowboy was going to wear the horse down but just when it seemed as if the beast had run out of sand, it lifted its hind legs, bucking the rider from it and sending him crashing into the dirt. The other men watching laughed and then two of them ran over to help the dazed cowboy to his feet.
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