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The Flames of Alvorado


 


Matt Brogan, wrongly imprisoned for the murder of his wife and son, escapes to go in search of the real killers whose evidence brought about his conviction.


In the remote town of Alvorado, a hideaway for outlaws on the run and the power base of the McLagan family, Brogan links up with lawman Jed Harding and the pair set out to rid the territory of the rule of fear.


When hot-headed Roy McLagan sets out to burn the farmers from their homes, Brogan and Harding persuade the locals to fight back. But to bring an end to the killings Brogan has to call on help from an unlikely source – Alex McLagan, the man he had vowed to kill.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


The blistering heat from the midday sun was becoming unbearable and Matt Brogan ran his arm across his forehead in an effort to stem the sweat. The prison clothes stuck to his aching limbs and the stench from the long line of unwashed bodies made him want to vomit.


But he had to hold his nerve. For weeks he had waited for this moment and the chance to escape the living hell that he had endured for almost three years.


Further along the line the crack of a whip and the coarse barking of orders beyond the capacity of flesh and blood to follow only served to strengthen his resolve.


Soon the guards would order a break for water. This was not an act of kindness from the brutes who patrolled the working parties but by order of the prison governor.


He did not want men to die too soon because of the heat and for want of a mug of water. For them death would mean escape from the punishment that had been handed out for their crimes that included rape, murder, bestiality and sodomy – all the sins that the Good Lord had decreed to be against His will in the Scriptures.


Governor Jacob Harper had his own creed, his own brand of justice. He was a Scriptures and Good Lord zealot and these men had been sent to him. They must survive to learn the errors of their ways and repent.


Matthew Brogan was one such man. He had been sentenced to fifteen years hard labour in the penitentiary for the brutal murder of his wife and son and the governor felt such evil worthy of his personal attention. Killing a woman was diabolical in itself but the murder of an innocent child was beyond human forgiveness. In Harper’s eyes Brogan should have been hanged and his worthless body left on display as a warning to others but the judge had clearly allowed him to live for a purpose. And that purpose was for Harper to extend the killer’s suffering.


One day he would allow Brogan to die. But that would not be today.


A single rifle shot signaled the start of a ten-minute drinks break and most of the men sank wearily to their knees, too exhausted to make the short walk to the nearest water wagon.


But Matt Brogan was not among them; he had other plans. Now was the time that the guards were also tired and thirsty, and growing ever more resentful at their work detail. Their attention was at its lowest. They were all weary of the same routine.


The biggest among them – the one they called Moose – was standing over Matt, his face full of hate for the prisoner he saw as lawman turned child killer.


‘On your feet, dirt bag,’ he snarled and leaned forward to spit in Brogan’s face. Moose was a big man but he was stupid and he was careless. A broad grin revealing a row of broken and stained teeth spread across his face as he watched his prisoner cringe as if stricken by fear.


Brogan allowed himself to be dragged towards the water wagon and the sight of him being forced along the road was the signal for the rest of the working gang to strike. The planned fight broke out among the nearest group – the first yell prompting Moose to lose his concentration on the man he had been taunting.


As the giant guard turned his attention to the developing brawl among the other prisoners, Matt took his chance. Mustering what strength he still had left, he took a firm grip on the rock he had dragged from the pile and smashed it onto Moose’s head. Even a man the size of the guard was sent sprawling into the dirt, his whip falling from his grasp. Matt saw his chance, leaping over the pile of rocks at the side of the road and diving into the undergrowth eight feet down.


A rifle bullet flew over his head and shattered a branch on the nearest tree. Scrambling down the steep bank, Matt zig-zagged his way deep into the covering greenery. Up above, the guards rushed towards the fighting group, firing shots into the air but leaving others unwatched. Another rushed to help the stricken Moose but everywhere there was mayhem. Then. . . .


A young prison guard, on his first day of duty on the work patrol, fired blindly into the nearest group. A prisoner fell, clutching his stomach, others hurled a volley of stones in the direction of the guards. Another shot was fired. Then another. Suddenly there was silence. The prisoners stared down at the dying figure whose blood was seeping into the dust.


The riot was over.


One prisoner was lying dead. Another – Matthew Brogan – was on his way to freedom.


Slowly, silently, the guards rounded up the disparate group and began marching them back towards the penitentiary, where they would be deprived of food and water and confined to their cells while the God-fearing governor would blame them all and Matt Brogan for the death of the young man whose only crime had been to mix with the wrong people and who was due for release in a few weeks.


Far off, high on a distant ridge, a lone rider lowered his spyglass and leaned forward in the saddle. He allowed himself a smile of satisfaction as he watched the fugitive disappear into the undergrowth. Slowly he removed the badge from his shirt and slipped it into his pocket. The first stage of the plan was a success. The rider tugged on the horse’s reins and set off down the slope.


Life in the penitentiary would go on as usual and every town in the hundreds of miles between the prison and the Mexican border would receive a poster bearing a picture of escaped prisoner Matthew Brogan, and the legend: Wanted For Murder. Reward $3,000 Dead or Alive.


Every town including Alvorado, where Law and Order were strangers.


Governor Jacob Harper would not lose a minute’s sleep over the loss of Prisoner 8832. If the heat of the desert did not get him and leave him to the buzzards, then a bullet from the hundred and one bounty hunters would put him in an early grave. Yes, $3,000 was a small price to pay to rid the world of a man like Matthew Brogan.


The governor read again through the file he had on the man he had watched and hated for almost three years. A man who had killed his woman and child. He closed the file and slid it into a cabinet, which he slammed shut and settled down to the more important business of lunch.









CHAPTER TWO


 


The baking heat of the day had given way to a bitterly cold night under cloudless skies and Matt Brogan was in desperate need of clean and warm clothing to replace his prison rags. He also needed food to quell the hunger pains that had gripped him over the last few miles. He had no idea how far he had travelled since the breakout – or even if he was still in Colorado – but he had yet to come across any signs of life. His limbs still ached and the scratches that he had suffered while scrambling his way through the brambles were still weeping blood.


He had no plan other than to put as much distance between himself and the prison and then head for the town of Alvorado.


Matt had not made friends during his three years behind prison bars – a penitentiary was not the place to build friendships – but he had gathered enough information to know that he was risking his life heading into New Mexico and that if he was recognized that life would not be worth a nickel.


But what was his future anyway? Twelve more years in that hell, and after that an old age of lonely bitterness?


Finding a sheltered hideaway among the bushes, Matt settled down and tried to sleep. But, despite the overpowering tiredness and the aching limbs, sleep came only in short bursts, a few minutes at a time,


The sky was starting to brighten with the approach of dawn when he finally gave up any hope of genuine rest and set off on the next stage of his journey.


Forcing himself forward up a long, grassy slope, he eventually reached the top and spotted the small cabin deep in the valley. The plume of smoke rising from the cabin’s chimney was evidence that, even at this early hour, the owner was up and about.


Chickens roamed around the wooden cabin and over on the eastern side was a corral with five, maybe six horses. A buckboard stood beside the fence and beyond that was a small barn, a well and a broken down cart.


Matt crouched behind a boulder, giving himself time to regain his breath and consider his next move. Dressed as he was in his torn and stained prison rags, he could hardly walk casually down the slope, knock on the door and ask for food and drink and a change of clothes.


He would have to bide his time.


An hour or more passed before the cabin door opened and a figure emerged out of the shadows and into the morning sunlight. Matt shaded his eyes but he was too far away to make out any details. Except for one – it was a young woman wearing a check shirt and green pants. She crossed to the corral and led out a horse, hitching it to the buckboard before going back into the cabin.


Eventually, she reappeared, climbed aboard the wagon and swung the horse towards the dirt track that led away from the cabin. Matt waited until she was well out of sight before making his way down into the valley.


As he approached the cabin he spotted a handwritten sign on the gate of the corral: DAWSON’S FARM.


Apart from the chickens and a few cows in a nearby meadow there were no other signs of life and he walked confidently up the step on to the boards surrounding the small house.


Cautiously, he nudged the door open and peered inside. It was a small, neatly furnished room with four chairs around a table, a stove in the corner, a chimney on the far wall and a row of cupboards over to his left. There was also a rocking chair – and it was occupied by an old man who was staring straight at him.


‘Jemma? Is that you? What you forgotten this time?’


Brogan stood still and silent.


‘Jemma?’


Again Matt said nothing.


‘Who? Who’s there?’


Slowly, stealthily, Matt moved inside the room until he was standing directly in front of the old man.


It was then that he realized it . . . the man was blind.


‘I’m sorry, mister,’ he said, trying to sound as friendly as possible. ‘I’m just a stranger passing through.’


The man in the chair relaxed and smiled. This was the voice of an honest young man.


‘Come on in, stranger. My daughter’s not here but she will be back from town within the hour. Take a seat. We don’t get too many strangers around here ’cept when the stage stops by.


‘Where are you from and where are you headed? On your way to Broxville?’


Max listened while the old man took the chance to pump him with questions but all the time his mind was elsewhere and his eyes were searching the small room for clothes, food – anything he could take before the woman came back.


‘Hope you don’t mind me saying so, young feller, but I reckon you may have been on the trail a long time.’


That old man’s words stunned Matt back to the present.


‘What makes you think that?’


The old man chuckled. ‘The thing is, son, when you don’t have eyes to use you get to do other things better. Your voice is like a croak, as though you ain’t had a drink for some time. And there’s another thing. . . .’ He chuckled again. ‘My eyes may not be working but there’s nothing wrong with my nose. You smell real bad, son, as though you’ve been sleeping in a barn these last few nights.’


Matt relaxed and allowed himself a smile.


‘You’re not far wrong, mister. It’s been some time since I slept in a proper bed. And you are right about another thing. I’ve come a long way.’


‘Sorry if you think I’m asking too many questions, son, but, like I said, we don’t get too many visitors around here and my Jemma isn’t exactly big on conversation other than chickens and her darn horses.


‘As for that no-good husband of hers. . . .’


‘Your daughter’s married then, Mister—’


‘Dawson’s the name. Sam Dawson. Sure, she’s married, poor girl. She and her husband, Kurt Brand, run this place for me ever since I lost my sight.’ He chuckled but without humour.


‘Leastways they are supposed to but he spends more time in town than he does out here. That’s where she’s gone now to bring him home. I ’spect she’ll find him sleeping it off in some bar after a night drinking and gambling. White Horse Saloon most prob’ly.’


He sounded bitter and Brogan set about his search for a change of clothes, money, even a gun and bullets, when he was caught off guard by the man in the rocking chair.


‘I didn’t catch your name, son, unless maybe you didn’t throw it.’


‘Oh, yeah,’ Brogan said eventually. ‘Name’s Jack Duggan.’


‘Well, Mr Jack Duggan, if you’d like to pour us both a cup of coffee from that pot Jemma’s left on the stove I’d be grateful.’


‘Sure.’


Brogan knew he had little time to spare. He could not wait around for the daughter and her husband to get back from town. Somewhere in the house there would be shirts, pants and boots, and no self-respecting gambler would live in such a remote farm without some ready-loaded weapon handy to face unwelcome visitors. Men like Matt Brogan.


He walked across to the stove and started to fill two mugs.


Then, he paused.


‘Sorry, Mr Dawson, looks like you’ve drunk all the coffee your daughter left,’ he lied. ‘Want me to make some more?’


The man did not reply straight away. Then, as if shaking off some distraction, he said: ‘Sure, boil some water on the fire.’


Brogan had to hurry. Rifling through a trunk in the adjoining bedroom, he pulled out a black shirt and a pair of pants. At the side of the bed was a pair of leather boots.


He stripped off his prison rags and pulled on the clothes, which fitted a lot better than he could have hoped.


He searched through a couple of drawers and was about to give up finding anything else that was useful when he spotted it; a small door at the side of the bed.


Inside, he found what he was looking for – and a whole lot more. A gun, holster, a rifle and a stash of dollar bills. Brogan rammed his shirt pocket full of money, strapped on the holster and checked the New Army Model Colt, a remnant of the hundreds of thousands used in the War Between the States.


As he got to his feet he turned to see Sam Dawson standing in the doorway. For a brief, worrying moment he thought he had been mistaken about the old man’s lack of sight. He was pointing a rifle directly at him.


‘You hadn’t ought to be in here, Jack. This is my daughter’s room. And Kurt’s, of course. Even I ain’t allowed in here.’


‘Sorry, Mr Dawson.’ He tried to make the apology sound genuine. ‘I was just looking for a pot to fill so that I could make some fresh coffee. I guess I wandered in here by mistake.’


Sam Dawson remained unimpressed. ‘Never once got a bedroom mixed up with a kitchen, even after I got myself blinded.’


Matt made a move for the door.


The old man stiffened and tightened his grip on the rifle.


‘I think I told you what it’s like when you can’t see like other folk. The rest of your senses get a boost. Like how I smelt you because I got a stronger nose sense. Well, hearing’s the same. I know exactly where you are in the room so if you think I would miss you if I let off a couple of shots with this here scatter gun you are sure entitled to try your luck.’


‘Look, Mr Dawson, I. . . .’


‘I misjudged you, Duggan. You sounded like an honest young feller but you aren’t are you? The thing is – I haven’t touched that pot since Jemma put it there. It’s still full of coffee. So the least you are is a liar, Jack Duggan, if that is your name. What else are you? If you’re just a small-time thief I suggest you get on your way. There’s nothing here worth stealing.’


An awkward silence followed before the old man said: ‘So, what’s it to be? Do we stand here till my daughter and her husband get home or are you going to be on your way?’


Brogan agreed. An escaped prisoner no doubt with a heavy price on his head could not afford to hang around too long, especially in stolen clothes, wearing a stolen gun and preparing to steal a saddle and horse.


‘You’re right, Mr Dawson – Sam. But I mean you no harm. That’s the God’s honest truth. And I don’t doubt for a minute that if you squeeze that trigger it would make a mess of me as well as your daughter’s bedroom.


‘I just ask you to trust those first instincts and step aside to let me on my way.’


He scooped up the discarded prison clothes.


‘I want you to thank your daughter and her husband for me and tell them I’ll be back to say it personally as soon as I can.’


The old man frowned. ‘Thank them? What for?’


‘They’ll know, Sam, trust me.’ The man lowered his rifle and felt Brogan brush past him. As he reached the door, he turned.


‘Be seeing you soon, Sam. And that’s a promise,’ he said and headed for the corral.


Choosing the pick of four horses, he lifted a saddle off the fence and prepared to head south, avoiding the town of Broxville and the danger of bumping into the Brands on their way home.


He left Arizona Territory and entered New Mexico the following morning. The town of Alvorado was still a two-day ride away. At least two days before he came face to face with the men he had vowed to kill . . . three men who, three years ago, had taken away all he loved in the world and destroyed his life.


Three years ago. . . .









CHAPTER THREE


 


Three years ago. . . .


Katie Brogan shouted across the small yard to her son.


‘Toby! Come in, now. Supper’s ready!’


Nine-year-old Toby Brogan threw the ball for his dog Skip to chase – Skip never tired of chasing things, especially rabbits – and turned to run towards the house. His pa wasn’t home yet; probably wouldn’t be back until tomorrow but that didn’t matter, it just meant a bigger share of the meat pie for him. And a bit more for him to sneak under the table for Skip.


Skip, ball in mouth, trotted alongside him like every faithful dog should do and they had just reached the yard gate when Toby spotted them in the distance. Three riders.


‘Visitors, ma!’ he shouted. ‘Friends of Pa, maybe.’


Katie Brogan came back out of the house and stood on the porch, peering into the distance and the setting sun. She didn’t want visitors, not when Matt was away.


‘Go inside, Toby, your supper’s on the table. It’s your favourite.’


She ruffled the boy’s hair as he went by and reminded him that Skip had his own food in his own place. It was a smiling reminder but she was not feeling as playful as she sounded as Toby ran into the house, followed by his faithful dog.


Matt should have been back by now. Two days, he had said, that’s how long he would be away. But now it was nearing the end of the third and he was still not home.


There had been times, a dozen years back, when preacher’s daughter Katie Miller and young deputy sheriff Matthew Brogan were courting when he was often away for long days and nights.


She understood that. It was all part of a lawman’s job. But those days were behind them. Five years ago, Matt handed in his badge and the couple along with their young son had settled down to their life on a small farm. Katie had never been happier, freed of the fear that her husband would be gunned down by some young trigger-happy drunk leaving a saloon.


A man with a star was always a target for a kid wanting to make a reputation for himself but nobody was interested in a small-time farmer.


There were still times when Matt was away on business but those occasions were rare and were always for the betterment of life on the farm.


Despite young Toby’s suggestion that the approaching riders might be friends of her husband, Katie knew differently. Since leaving the sheriff’s office, Matt’s only friends had been those he made in town and the approaching trio were not coming from there. Whoever they were, they were no friends of Matt Brogan.


She stood on the porch and waited for the horsemen to reach the yard. There was no cause to worry about the appearance of three strangers – the Brogan spread was barely a mile off the main cross-country route – and she couldn’t explain the feeling of nervousness as they pulled their horses to a halt a few feet away from the house.


‘Evenin’ ma’am.’ It was the big red-faced man with a bushy beard, the oldest of the trio, who spoke. He leaned forward on the horn of his saddle and smiled. ‘We saw the smoke from your house and wondered if you could spare a few canteens of water. Me and the boys have ridden a long way. We’d sure be grateful.’


Katie Brogan studied the three strangers. The speaker was a thick-set man in his sixties with long unkempt hair spattered with streaks of grey to match the beard. He was dressed in all black, except for a white band around his hat. The one on his left was a thinner, younger version but clearly hewn from the same block. Mid-twenties, Katie guessed. The third man was not a smiler. His dark, Hispanic features were set firm. He was neither handsome nor ugly but his deep blue eyes emphasized his cold stare.


‘Help yourselves,’ she told them. ‘There’s a trough over there for your horses and you can fill your canteens from the well. I’ve got to get inside and give my son his supper. My husband will be home soon and he’ll be expecting to have his meal ready.’


The big man lifted his hat by way of thanks and the trio dismounted as Katie went back into the house.


The men watered their horses and refilled their canteens and, that done, the old man perched on the wall of the well and lit himself a cheroot. He looked at the small layout surrounding the house.


A few cattle were scattered around the grazing land beyond the corral. There was a pile of chopped wood near a barn.


The man finished his cheroot and crushed the stub into the dust.


‘D’you know, boys, I’m feeling real hungry after our long ride. And you heard the lady; there ain’t no man around to enjoy her cooking. Reckon she might be happy if we obliged. You know, show her how she’s appreciated.’


The thin one grinned.


‘Pretty lady, too, Pa,’ he said. The non-smiler grunted and the big man chuckled, slapping the other on the back.


‘Ain’t nothing wrong with your eyesight, son. Reckon the little lady may take a shine to you. Let’s go inside and see.’


‘She said her husband would be home soon, Pa,’ the son protested but his father laughed again.


‘Which means he ain’t home right now. Time enough for you to work your charms on the lady.’


The son grinned, ran his fingers through his long, untidy hair and followed the others into the house.


Without knocking, the old man pushed open the door and entered the room. The boy was sitting at the table eating his supper of pie and potatoes. His mother stood at a stove in the corner.


‘Smells good,’ the old man said.


‘Looks good too, Pa, and I ain’t talking about the pie.’


Katie stiffened, frightened by the sneering glare from the old man’s son. The one with the cold eyes walked towards the table, gripped Toby by the shirt collar and pulled him away from his chair. Skip followed him and barked his own protest.


‘Lose yourself, kid – and take that stinking mutt with you.’ The force of his push sent the boy sprawling across the floor and he crashed into a cupboard at the foot of a flight of stairs.


Toby let out a yell of pain and Skip ran to his side to see what had happened to his young master. Katie made a move towards her stricken son but the old man grabbed her around the waist and lifted her off her feet.


‘Calm yourself, lady. You don’t want to see your boy getting hurt, do you? Why don’t you just sit here while me and the boys enjoy some of that meat pie of yours. After all, water from a well and a horse trough ain’t exactly what you’d call real hospitality.’


‘Ma? What do they want, Ma?’


Toby’s voice trembled. His mother tried to shake free but the big man tightened his vice-like grip on her.


‘Go to your room, Toby,’ she said, trying to keep the terror out of her voice. She knew what was going to happen but she could not let her son witness what was to come. ‘These men will be on their way just as soon as they’ve had some supper.’
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