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Even Marshals Hang


 


‘They’ll send him next,’ Perry croaked again. ‘He’ll come and he’ll kill you all.’


‘Who?’


‘Ford.’


Josh Ford, United States Deputy Marshal!


When it comes to fighting outlaws, he’s hell on wheels and this time he’ll need to be. Two of their own have disappeared in the Moose River Mountains and the trail leads to Stay. A small town under the heel of a brutal vigilance committee led by a killer known only as ‘The Judge’.


From the moment Ford arrives, there is literally the stench of death in the air. And after being forced into a gunfight he doesn’t want and then sentenced to hang, the stench only gets stronger.


They were warned. They’ve never seen the likes of Ford!
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This one is for Sam and Jacob. And for Coop,


the man who lit the flame that ignited the passion.









Chapter 1


 


Moose River Range


 


‘Kill them all and make sure none escape,’ the outlaw leader snarled before he pulled the flour-sack hood down over his face.


They numbered nineteen, all hardened outlaws. They sat astride sturdy mounts behind a rocky, sun-bathed outcrop. The twentieth man, their lookout, was up above them on a ridge. He had signalled the approach of the fast-moving stage escorted by six blue-clad troopers.


The trail it followed snaked along the valley floor against a backdrop of a tree-lined ridge of ponderosa and fir. Behind the ridge rose the black and grey-faced, snow-capped pinnacles of the Moose River Range.


The outlaws, dressed in trail-stained clothes and long dark coats, drew their guns and readied their mounts. With a loud ‘Heyaa’ they thundered out from behind the scarred rock and headed towards their unsuspecting victims.


Unseen by either group of riders, a large grey wolf sat on the top of a flat rock outcrop and watched the Concord stage as it wound its way along the trail to Beaver Creek. The stagecoach was built by Abbott and Downing out of Massachusetts at a cost of $1200 and weighed roughly two thousand pounds.


It slowed its pace as it bumped through a small stream, its thoroughbraces construction providing a cushioned ride.


Once across the shallow rivulet, and encouraged by a string of cuss words from the driver, the six-horse team lunged hard against the traces and began to pick up speed.


Buck gave his team another hard slap with the reins and they responded.


He was the stage line’s veteran driver and at fifty-eight years of age, had more than thirty years experience driving coaches. An old battered Yankee campaign hat hid his shock of grey hair. He wore wool pants, a flannel shirt, and a trail-stained buckskin jacket over his wiry frame.


Now, with its pace built up, the Concord careened along the rutted trail, and the scenery on either side seemed to flicker as it flew past.


The heaving team reached a sharp right turn in the trail and without a break in their stride, took it at a cracking pace. The stage, on the other hand, found the bend more demanding. Mid-corner, the fast-turning steel-rimmed wheels lost traction with the trail and slid out to the left. They dug into a rut and caused the stage to lurch wildly and almost tip.


Jack Welsh, the shotgun messenger for this trip, grasped at the seat and cursed. He was a slim middle-aged man who wore a black low-crowned hat pulled down over greying hair.


‘God damn it,’ Welsh cursed. ‘Slow the hell down, Buck. Before you kill us.’


The driver’s answer was to holler out a loud ‘Heyaa’ and slap the reins harder across the rumps of the straining team.


‘Damn you, Buck,’ Welsh shouted again. ‘I said to slow the hell down. The team ain’t goin’ to last until Douglas’ place the way you’re drivin’ them. Besides, you’ll more than likely kill us all before then anyways.’


Buck’s concentration remained fixed on the trail ahead. He showed no sign that he’d heard what Welsh was saying let alone acknowledge the man’s shouts.


‘I said. . . !’


‘I heard you, damn it!’ Buck roared above the noise of flying hoofs and steel-rimmed wheels.


‘Well then?’


‘Just shut up and hang on tighter, son!’ he yelled. ‘Cause I sure as hell ain’t slowin’ down. The hair on the back of my neck is standin’ on end. Besides, I swear outlaws are all part hound dog. The sonuvers can smell when I’m carryin’ money. And you know what’s on board this trip.’


Welsh knew all too well. There was $50,000 in freshly-minted gold coins, the reason for their escort.


Buck lashed the team again and continued onward holding their pace.


Overhead stretched a clear blue, cloudless sky. Above the treetops rose large granite peaks capped with snow.


Welsh saw an elk disappear into a stand of silver-barked aspen on the eastern side of the narrow valley. High above them, a bald eagle circled ominously.


‘You’re a damned crazy lunatic, Buck!’ the big cavalry sergeant in charge of the detail shouted.


Buck ignored him.


As the coach lurched once more, Welsh grabbed hold of the seat and looked across at Buck, who worked the team furiously, his eyes focused forward.


A loud shout from the rear got Welsh’s attention and he glanced back to see that the cavalry escort had dropped off. They had drawn their weapons and begun to turn their mounts to face. . . .


Welsh cast his gaze across to the base of the ridge where he noted riders starting to fan out. He did a quick tally and his blood ran cold. There were twenty of the bastards.


He turned back and shouted across to Buck, ‘You were right!’


The hardened driver looked questioningly at Welsh who indicated to the line of riders.


Buck turned and looked and a string of hair-curling oaths flew from his mouth. He returned his attention to the trail ahead and slapped the reins hard across the backs of the team in an attempt to gain more pace from them.


Welsh leaned down and picked up a Winchester that was stored behind his feet. He jacked a round into the chamber and climbed from the wildly rocking seat on to the roof of the stage where he lay on his belly.


He held his breath as the two forces closed on each other and then saw the puffs of blue-grey powder smoke when they opened fire.


From his position, Welsh could just make out the reports of the six-guns and rifles over the drumming of the team’s hoofs and the grind of the metal-rimmed wheels of the stage.


His stomach clenched when he saw two troopers go down in the first volley of fire from the outlaws. Their horses, now riderless, veered off to the left to avoid the oncoming horde.


The troopers inflicted casualties of their own in a brave but foolhardy act of defiance. Two of the outlaws went down, cartwheeling backwards from their horses, while a third fell heavily when his horse went down on its nose. Welsh watched as he staggered to his feet.


More shots from the outlaws and another trooper lost his life, while the sergeant’s horse buckled, throwing him. The two remaining troopers immediately lost their bravado and hauled back on their reins to bring their mounts to a sliding stop. They sawed on the reins to turn them in a hurry, but it was too late. The outlaws were on top of them. Both of the troopers died in a violent barrage as the outlaws concentrated their fire upon them.


What happened next made Welsh’s jaw drop. Stunned and unsteady, the sergeant dragged himself to his feet, faced the oncoming riders defiantly, raised his cavalry issue Colt and fired. The six-gun bucked in his hand and an outlaw threw up his arms and slid from the saddle.


The sergeant shifted his aim but had no time to fire as the outlaw leader, astride a big chestnut, rode him down. His skull was crushed by the horse’s hoofs when they trampled over it.


Welsh closed his eyes briefly to block the image before he called back to his driver.


‘The soldier boys are all gone, Buck,’ he shouted above the din.


‘What the hell do you want me to do about it?’ Buck snapped back.


‘Maybe start prayin’.’


‘Hell, Jack. I’m too old to start now.’


‘Yeah,’ Welsh agreed. ‘Me too.’


The outlaws closed the distance between themselves and the swaying coach. Welsh sighted down the barrel of the rifle and fired at one of the riders. He noticed the man flinch as the slug narrowly missed.


Welsh levered another round into the breech and loosed another shot. An outlaw toppled sideways from the saddle and Welsh smiled at his reward.


A hail of bullets from the outlaws in retaliation filled the air with flying lead.


Welsh was caught off-guard as the careening stage lurched to the left. It swung to the right and tilted enough for the steel-rimmed wheels to dig into the trail with catastrophic consequences.


The stage reached the tipping point and continued until it crashed on to its side, ejecting both Welsh and Buck violently to the hard-packed earth of the trail.


The six-up team broke loose an instant before the carriage crashed, and now, unfettered of their weight, sped away down the trail.


Welsh heard Buck cry out a moment before his own head hit the ground and everything went black.


 


Somewhere in the distance, through a fog of pain and blurred vision, Welsh became aware of voices. Vague murmurings at first, jumbled sounds that made no sense. A gunshot rocked the valley, the fog quickly vanished and the voices became clearer.


‘That old buzzard won’t be drivin’ no more stages,’ Welsh heard a harsh voice say. ‘Not that he would’ve anyways. Especially with a leg like that.’


‘What about the messenger?’ another voice asked. ‘Is he done for?’


The crunch of sand and gravel under foot grew louder as someone approached his position, then stopped beside him. His eyes flickered open and he could make out the figure of a man standing over him.


The outline was a man he’d never seen the like of before. Through the haze, he could see that there was no face. Though as his vision started to clear, things came into focus and Welsh could see that it was a man with a hood over his head.


A shiver ran through his body when the outlaw raised a six-gun and aimed it at his head. He tried to move but couldn’t. He was pinned where he lay by a great and invisible force, and no matter how hard he tried, he still couldn’t move.


If Welsh had been able to raise his head from the ground and look about, he would have seen that the stage had finished on top of him, his body trapped from the chest down. The force with which it had landed had crushed everything beneath.


While he lay there and stared into the gaping muzzle of the six-gun, Welsh became aware of a gurgling deep within his chest where a shattered rib had punctured a lung. He managed a small cough and a thin trickle of blood ran from the corner of his mouth. His breathing shallowed as blood began to pool deep inside him.


He knew that he was dying, slowly but surely. He drew one last breath and the six-gun in the outlaw’s hand roared and the world that Welsh knew went black.









Chapter 2


 


Six months later


 


‘Hey, stop!’ Silas Morton, sheriff of Elk Ridge, called out to the man dressed in black who strode purposefully towards the Cattleman’s Trust and Loan.


The lone figure ignored him and kept his pace across the main street.


Elk Ridge was a small cow town nestled in a broad, tree-fringed valley split in two by a wide, fast-flowing river. Its false-fronted main street was deeply rutted from the previous winter, which had dumped sheets of rain, more than enough to break a lasting drought.


‘Damn it,’ Morton cursed as he turned towards his deputy, Willard Banks. ‘He’s goin’ to get hisself killed by just walkin’ in there like that. Them fellers won’t mess around, they’ll just plug him full of holes.’


Ollie Ryder, the Elk Ridge general store owner, shook his head. ‘I guess you can’t tell stupid, Silas.’


In all, there were ten armed men lined up along the boardwalk waiting for the two outlaws to emerge from the bank across the way.


Morton hawked and spat on the street. ‘I guess the marshal’s service is goin’ to be one less when this all plays out. Who the hell does this Ford think he is anyhow?’


They watched him climb the steps and cross the boardwalk. Then he disappeared through the glass-panelled front door.


‘That’s the last we’ll be seein’ of him,’ Morton said gruffly.


They waited expectantly for the sound of gunfire but nothing came.


 


‘Hell, Billy, he ain’t goin’ to shoot. He’s a marshal. He’s gotta do it all proper like.’


‘I ain’t so sure, Jimmy. He’s got an awful serious look on his face.’


‘Naw, he won’t. Not while I got this knife ready to cut this here woman.’


The ‘woman’ was Sarah-Jane Mellin, the banker’s daughter. The two outlaws were Jimmy and Billy Wells and were about to find out the hard way that crime doesn’t pay.


Sarah-Jane struggled in Jimmy’s grip. ‘Let me go, you heathen.’


‘Now, girl, you just keep still,’ Jimmy told her, then directed his attention to her father. ‘Mr. Banker, if you please, you just keep on stuffin’ money into them sacks.’


Jeff Mellin wiped sweat from his wrinkled brow and continued to place money into the sacks with trembling hands. Beside him lay one of his two tellers, Jack Bunting.


It was mid-afternoon and the dimly lit Elk Ridge Cattleman’s Trust and Loan was relatively empty, except for the manager, his daughter, two tellers, the outlaws, and the newly arrived Deputy United States Marshal Josh Ford.


Ford was a solidly built man of thirty-one and stood six-one in his socks. He was dressed all in black and his gun belt and holster were made of hand-tooled black leather. Resting in the tied-down holster was a single-action Colt .45. On the left side of his chest was pinned a nickel-plated marshal’s badge.


Jimmy turned his attention back to Ford. ‘Well, Marshal, are you goin’ to unbuckle that there gun belt and let it drop or what?’


Ford remained still. His tanned face was impassive and his blue eyes, shaded by his black low-crowned hat, gave nothing away.


Jimmy Wells exerted a little more pressure to the knife he held at the young woman’s throat. It drew a thin trickle of blood, which tracked down the exposed milky-white skin.


Sarah-Jane gasped at the sharp sensation that the knife caused when it pierced her skin.


‘I ain’t goin’ to ask again, Marshal. Now drop the damn gun belt.’


When Ford spoke his voice was soft and calm.


‘I tell you what, Jimmy. You let the young lady go and I won’t kill you and your brother.’


Jimmy Wells raised his eyebrows in surprise then burst out laughing. ‘Damn, Marshal, you are a funny man.’


‘Do I look like I’m bein’ funny?’


A hint of uncertainty crept into Jimmy’s eyes. Billy shuffled nervously and adjusted his grip on the sawn-off shotgun he held.


Ford continued, ‘Now, I’m goin’ to give you to the count of three. If you haven’t let the young lady go by then, I’m goin’ to shoot you then I’m goin’ to shoot your brother.’


Jimmy felt dry in the mouth. This wasn’t how it was meant to play out. In and out. No fuss. Real quick. He licked his lips nervously.


‘One.’


Ford’s shoulder dipped and the Peacemaker seemed to leap into his hand. In the blink of an eye, it was level and belched orange flame in the low light.


Magically, a neat round hole appeared in the center of Jimmy’s forehead. The slug punched out the back of his skull in a crimson spray. Jimmy’s limp form went down in a jumble of arms and legs.


Sarah-Jane’s scream blended with the echo of the shot as Ford eared back the hammer and trained the Peacemaker on his next target.


Billy Wells had the shotgun on the move when Ford’s six-gun snapped into line. Once more he squeezed the trigger and the .45 calibre slug smashed into Billy’s chest and knocked him off his feet.


The outlaw’s finger jerked the trigger as he went back and both barrels discharged into the bank’s ceiling.


In the blink of an eye, Jimmy Wells was dead and his brother was down and about to breathe his last. Small comfort for the dead teller behind the counter.


Ford holstered the Colt and looked over at the banker’s daughter. ‘Are you OK, Miss?’


She clearly wasn’t and all she managed to squeak was a jumble of words mixed with sobs.


Jeff Mellin rushed to his daughter’s side and took her into his arms. Her knees buckled slightly and he eased her to the floor before she fell.


Mellin turned his hot gaze on Ford.


‘What the hell was that, Marshal?’ he snapped. ‘You could have gotten her killed. I’m going to report you for this.’


Ford locked his steely gaze on Mellin. ‘You do as you see fit. The feller you want to address it to is Bass Reeves. I’m sure he’ll be only too pleased to hear from you.’


Morton and his deputy rushed in through the doors, guns ready.


‘Looks like we’re too late,’ Morton observed.


Ford shook his head. ‘Nope, I’d say you were just in time.’


Morton looked at him quizzically.


Ford continued. ‘You just saved the bank man here from gettin’ shot.’


Ford turned around, walked out the door and pushed his way through the gathering crowd as he went.


 


The city of Helena was jumping when Ford arrived five days later. Every which way he looked there were people, some installing bunting, others bustling about assorted tasks, many were busy cleaning. It was the middle of the afternoon and the sun had begun its descent toward the distant mountains.


‘Somethin’s sure happenin’,’ he muttered out loud and the mean-tempered blue roan Ford rode snorted loudly. It moved its head around and tried to nip him on the leg.


‘Do it and I’ll put a bullet between them fine upstandin’ ears of yours,’ Ford warned.


The roan snorted again and turned its head away.


Ford found the livery and saw to the roan’s care. He left a stern warning for the hostler to watch his back. He then took his saddlebags and Winchester ’76, which could knock down a grizzly with its .45-.75 cartridge, and walked along to the Helena Hotel.


The last time he’d stayed there, the establishment had had brown carpet, patterned wallpaper, lamps on the walls, a polished counter, hand-tooled balustrades on the stairs and landing, and an officious desk clerk who had rubbed Ford the wrong way.


Not much had changed since that visit, except for the desk clerk. The man behind the counter was a younger man in his thirties. He wore a suit and string tie and his hair was slicked down to the left.


Instantly, Ford knew that he would be trouble.


‘Can I help you, Sir?’ the man asked politely.


‘I’d like a room for one night or possibly two,’ Ford told him.


Here it comes, Ford thought to himself when he received the look from the clerk.


‘Maybe you’d be . . .’


The clerk stopped as the Winchester came up level with his nose. He paled noticeably when the hammer ratcheted back and Ford said, ‘No, I wouldn’t be more comfortable at the Last Chance saloon.’


The man swallowed hard. ‘No, Sir, I don’t think that you would after all.’


‘Good, now get me a key.’


The man turned away and grabbed Ford a room key while he signed the register.


‘What’s goin’ on in town?’ Ford asked.


The clerk passed the key to Ford.


‘That’s the key to room six,’ he said as he looked at the name the marshal had written in the book. He added, ‘There’s a parade to do with the Governor.’


As Ford walked away, the clerk stopped him.


‘Marshal Ford?’


Ford turned and looked at him curiously. He’d never mentioned to the clerk that he was a marshal and his badge was on his shirt beneath his jacket.


‘Marshal Reeves said to keep an eye out for you,’ the clerk said in response to the unasked question. ‘He said to let you know that he was staying here in the hotel and when you get settled, to go and see him at your earliest convenience.’


Ford snorted. ‘I bet those weren’t his exact words, were they?’


‘Ahh . . . not quite, no.’


‘OK, what room is he in?’


‘Room ten.’


‘Thanks.’


 


‘It’s open,’ called a gruff voice from the other side of the timber door.


Ford turned the knob and pushed it open. In the centre of the small room stood United States Marshal Bass Reeves.


He was an older man, somewhere in his mid-fifties with greying hair, a salt-and-pepper moustache, and a lined face from years of exposure to the elements. He still carried himself ramrod erect.


At that moment, however, he stood there with a cocked .45 in his hand.


‘You plan on shootin’ me with that?’ Ford asked him.


‘The thought had crossed my mind,’ Reeves allowed. ‘Especially after that damn wire I got. Walkin’ straight into a bank hold-up and then shootin’ them fellers with no regard for the safety of the people involved. What the hell were you thinkin’?’


‘Good to see you too, Pa,’ Ford said, greeting his father as he entered and closed the door.


‘Don’t you damn well Pa me,’ Reeves cursed. ‘You ain’t never called me that before so don’t start now. Damn fool thing you did, Josh. Damn fool thing.’


Ford’s father had left when Josh was still a young boy. He’d gone to fight in the war between the states and never come home. Over the years, there had been letters to his mother, which Ford had not learned about until after her death. From those letters, he’d learned enough to piece together that his father was a United States Marshal.


He’d begun to hunt him down and, somewhere along the way, instead of shooting Bass, had ended up becoming a marshal himself.


That had been around ten years earlier. Now Ford was one of the best men the service had.


There were those that queried the difference in their last names, but Ford had been his mother’s name and so it was the one he used.


‘I had it under control.’


Reeves glared at him then tossed the Colt on to the bed.


‘Do you want a drink?


‘Yeah, why not.’


Reeves poured two drinks from a half-empty bottle that sat on the small bedside table.


‘Why am I here?’ Ford asked. ‘I was plannin’ on headin’ back to Bismarck when I got your wire.’


‘I have another job for you,’ Reeves told him.


Ford opened his mouth to protest but Reeves cut him off.


‘And before I hear a sob story about you bein’ due for some time off so you can spark that young lady you been makin’ eyes at, I’ll tell you that the job is important.’


Ford looked at his father skeptically. ‘How important?’


Reeves eyed him squarely and said flatly, ‘Gideon Webb.’


‘What about him?’ Ford asked. ‘I thought you had him locked away.’


Reeves nodded. ‘We do, but he needs to be transported to the Pen.’


A bemused expression came over Ford’s face. ‘You mean to tell me that old Hank didn’t hang that son of a bitch when he had the chance? What the hell was he thinkin’?’


Reeves snorted. ‘The old fool was three sheets to the wind when he passed down the sentence. He had no idea what he was doin’.’


‘Can’t you appeal to the governor?’


‘The governor left it in the hands of the law,’ Reeves informed him. ‘So now I need someone to transport him to Savage River Penitentiary.’


‘And I’m it?’


‘Uh huh.’


‘What about the rest of his gang?’ Ford pointed out. ‘You and I both know that three of them got away. Once word reaches them that he’s to be transported, they’ll be waitin’.’


‘You’ll be at Savage River before they even find out.’


‘Why do I get the feelin’ that it’s just goin’ to be me on this little jaunt?’ Ford asked snidely.


‘Because you’re all I have,’ Reeves said pointedly. ‘Apart from Perry, that is. But I have another job for him.’


‘Damn it, Bass,’ Ford said shaking his head. ‘I don’t much like it. At all.’


‘You’ll be fine.’


There was a knock at the door, which swung open to reveal a tall, thin man with red hair and bright blue eyes.
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