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Major Tim Dillon resigns his army commission in order to run a saloon with his brother, and thinks his fighting days are over. However, after arriving into town just in time to bury his brother, it seems that fate has other plans.


To bring his brother's murderer to justice, and free a town from the grip of evil cattle baron, Stirling Hornstone, he must fight again. Only this time it will be a battle to the death.
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Chapter 1


 


‘Good luck, Captain.’ Major Kelly smiled warmly at the tall man clad in buckskins.


The ex-captain stretched his big rangy frame and returned the smile of his onetime senior officer.


‘Thanks, Major, but I ain’t a captain no more. As of today I’m a civilian.’


The major stuck out his hand and the two men shook.


‘I’ll miss you, Tim. When trouble brewed and you were there to back me I knew we would come through whatever mess we encountered.’


‘Hell, you were the best damn major a man could wish to serve under.’


‘We were a good team, Captain Timothy Dillon and Major Thomas Kelly. We sure kept the country safe between us.’


Dillon nodded – a rueful smile on his face. ‘Maybe, but we sure did a lot of killing between us also. You think the good Lord will forgive us for all that slaughter?’


‘It was for the common good, Tim. The fellas we killed were trying to kill us and hurt a lot of other innocents besides. We executed the ungodly to save ordinary men and women trying to make a decent life for themselves. They wanted to build homes and raise families without having to fight off hostiles while they did so. We did a lot of good for this country. Because of us this is a more civilized place where folk can live in peace and safety.’


‘I sure hope when I get to the pearly gates the fellas in charge up there will see it that way. Anyway I’m done with killing now. I done my share and I can hang up my gun and live peaceable.’


‘You still set on running a saloon with that brother of yours?’


‘Sure am. Dexter is a bit of a wild card. He needs a steady fella like me to make him settle down. I got some savings and he reckons he’s building a nest egg, so between us we should be able to buy a darn good outfit. He’ll run the gambling side and I’ll handle the liquor. Sure make a change for me to give fellas a shot of bourbon instead of a shot of lead.’


The major laughed. ‘Mind you send word when you’re established. I’ll come over there and try out your hospitality. Make sure when you’re hiring girls you get some pretty ones. I like them plump.’


They both laughed as old comrades who had been through many skirmishes together and survived. Major Kelly surprised them both when he stepped forward and hugged his former captain. Separating, he saluted smartly.


‘You take care, Tim.’


Dillon touched his forehead much more casually than he would have done as a serving soldier, turned to the big gelding tethered to the hitching rail and, putting his foot in the stirrup, smoothly mounted.


‘Come on, Monday. We got a mite of travelling to do.’


The horse turned obediently and as it did so a bugle sounded. Dillon looked up in surprise. The courtyard was a hive of activity as uniformed men appeared from all over the fort.


‘Form up,’ Sergeant O’Grady roared in the voice that vibrated inside soldiers’ skulls. ‘Two single files.’


Within a short time two lines had formed stretching all the way to the gate. Dillon blinked uncertainly.


‘What the hell is going on?’ He leaned forward and patted the gelding’s neck. ‘Nothing for us to worry about, old fella. We’re civilians now.’ There might have been a discernible note of regret in his voice. ‘We better be on our way afore we get caught up in this business.’


He jigged his horse forward, aiming for a course that would avoid interfering in the parade taking place in the courtyard. But he had not gone far before he saw the burly sergeant approaching. Sergeant O’Grady saluted smartly and Dillon had to restrain himself from returning the salute.


‘I’m just leaving, Sergeant. I’ll not interfere with your parade.’


Sergeant O’Grady’s smile exposed tobacco-stained teeth.


‘It’s not my parade, sir. It’s your leaving parade. The men didn’t want you to go without the chance to say goodbye.’


Dillon gaped, staring at the two lines of soldiers standing stiffly to attention.


‘So if you just ride down the middle of those there lines so the men can see you off in good style, Captain Dillon.’


‘Damnit, Sergeant, I ain’t a captain no more. And there’s no need for all this damn fuss.’


‘Just do it for the men, sir.’ The sergeant’s voice was soft as he spoke. ‘They wanted to say goodbye to the best goddamn captain they ever served under.’


The man on the horse couldn’t speak. He nodded wordlessly and nudged the horse into a walk. As he rode forward the soldiers, without being ordered, stood stiffly to attention and saluted. The only noise in the fort was the soft plop of hoofs as Monday plodded along the avenue of soldiers. There was a lump in Tim Dillon’s throat and he tried to stare straight ahead. Before he reached the gates there was a sudden stirring amongst the troops.


‘Three cheers for Captain Dillon.’


With the cheers resounding around the courtyard Dillon urged his mount to a trot as he passed out through the gates of the fort. The ex-soldier was well down the road before he was able to wipe furiously at his eyes.


‘Goddamn fool soldiers! Makes a fella wonder what he’s leaving.’ He drove his heels in to the flanks of his horse and it took off. ‘A good hard ride will blow away that army dust. I’m a civilian now. A goddamn saloon owner. I’ll stock the best bourbon in Oregon and get the prettiest gals to serve it and I’ve just thought of a good name for the place. I’ll call it Fort Petticoat: Proprietors – Dexter and Timothy Dillon. Yippee! Come on, you mangy old piece of horseflesh. Give a fella a bit of speed. I can’t wait to get to meet up with Dexter. The first thing I’m going to do is get as drunk as a skunk and then some.’


The horse stretched itself, glad to be out and running; its long legs easily eating up the miles that were taking the ex-cavalry officer towards a meeting with his brother Dexter and a new life as a civilian.









Chapter 2


 


‘Dillon, you coming out here or do I have to come in there and drag you out myself?’


The voice was calling from the street outside the Bottom Dollar saloon. The patrons inside looked in the direction of the card school, where four men were sitting.


‘That’s Grant Hornstone calling you out, Dexter,’ Percy Travers said. ‘What you going to do?’


Dexter Dillon stared at the pile of dollar bills on the table. In his mid-twenties he was easily the youngest of the card players. All four were dressed in business suits with Dillon’s the most elegant. His broadcloth was of the best quality and the stylish cut fitted his broad shoulders and trim figure.


‘Somebody go out there and tell him it doesn’t have to be like this. I ain’t got no quarrel with him.’


‘You know that ain’t gonna happen. Hornstone is all riled up because you fleeced him of his grubstake.’


‘Hell, I’ll give him a chance to win it back.’


The other players at the table were shaking their heads.


‘He ain’t got nothing to bet with. You cleared him out. The son of a bitch reckons you cheated when you won that money. He wants to settle up with you in lead.’


Dexter swore long and luridly. ‘How many times during that game did I tell him to ease up and get out while he still had something left? The damn fool wouldn’t listen to reason. I offered to finish the game myself and walk away so he could still have money left. He accused me of trying to prevent him winning back his losses. Hell, you can’t talk to a headstrong jackass like that. He insisted in staying till his last cent was gone. What sort of a damn fool is that? What the hell was I supposed to do? I ain’t his nursemaid. He wouldn’t listen to reason, the damn fool. He ain’t got the sense of a newborn buffalo calf.’


‘Hell, a calf has more sense. It sure knows enough to suckle on its ma.’


The men at the table chuckled.


‘Grant sure suckles on his pa’s wealth. You can bet your bottom dollar that money came from his pa. Stirling Hornstone is the richest and most powerful man in these parts and maybe the meanest. He sure passed the mean bit on to his son. No one ever got the better of the Hornstones. Or if they did they didn’t live long enough to crow about it.’


‘Well, whatever. He sure didn’t pass any horse sense on to his son. That there Grant Hornstone is dumber than a sourdough loaf.’


‘You’re a yellow dog, Dillon,’ the voice from the street was insistent, ‘and a four-flushing, cheating coyote. I know you’re in there. I give you five minutes to come on out and face me or else I’m coming in the saloon and gut-shoot you.’


‘Damnit, time was a fella could enjoy a card game without some loudmouth spoiling it.’


‘That ain’t no loudmouth, I’m telling you. That’s Grant Hornstone. His pa is Sterling Hornstone and like I say he owns the biggest cattle ranch around here.’


‘Then why in tarnation’s name is he crying about losing a lousy few thousand dollars?’


‘The way I heard it, Grant was on his way to Preston to buy cattle for his pa. That money weren’t his to gamble with. That money was meant for to buy the cattle.’


‘Hell, he’s even dumber than I thought. Only a halfwit would behave like that. If his pa is as rich as you say he is, he can stand the loss. It’s not my fault his son is a jackass as gambles away his money.’


‘Huh! Sterling Hornstone is a hard man. One of the old school. Never gave Grant a kind word. Grant’s ma died giving birth to him and the old man blames his son. There’s folks reckon he’ll take a bullwhip to him from time to time when Grant displeases him. The way I figure it young Hornstone has a choice. If he goes back to the ranch with no cattle and no money then he faces a whipping. So he thinks to call you out and by killing you claim back the money you leave behind in your belongings. It’s the only way he escapes a whipping. And he’s good with a pistol. He’s killed three men already in gunfights. So my advice is to give back the money you won from him and cut your losses. That way you’ll live to gamble another day. You go out that door, Hornstone will gun you down and the only thing you’ll have won is a plot in boot hill.’


Dexter was staring at the speaker, a look of disbelief on his face.


‘What about the law? Ain’t there a sheriff in this goddamn town? Surely he don’t approve of gunfights?’


The gambler shook his head. ‘Bill Purdy only holds his job because Stirling Hornstone hired him. Purdy won’t interfere with Grant. Times Grant comes in town, gets liquored up and shoots up the place. Sheriff Purdy stays out of the way till the trouble is over. Grant’s so mean he’s liable to shoot Purdy just for the hell of it and the sheriff knows it. No one faces up to Grant, not with his quick-fired temper and his old man the most powerful rancher in the district. Stirling Hornstone has enough hands riding for him to come in here and take the whole town apart if he so wished.’


‘So what you’re saying is, I go out there and get my head shot off or I give this fool his money back.’


‘That’s the long and short of it. There’s no way you’re going to win this one. You’ve been dealt a bum hand. My advice is to fold and cut your losses. That way you just might get out with a whole skin.’


‘I ain’t sure I like the sound of might! What the hell do you mean by that?’


The older man shrugged. ‘Even if you give the money back that’s no guarantee Grant won’t shoot you just for the hell of it. Like I say, he’s one mean son of a bitch. No accounting which way he’ll jump.’


‘I’m coming in, Dillon. An’ I’m coming in shooting.’


‘Hell, I ain’t waiting to be railroaded into a shooting-match with that crazy son of a bitch.’


Dexter Dillon abruptly stood and began scooping dollar bills into his pockets.


‘I’m going out the back way. Try and delay that mad cowboy.’


The gambler ran to the rear of the saloon, found the rear door and pushed outside. There was a movement to one side and before he could take evasive action a wooden stake hit him a heavy blow on the side of the head.


‘What the. . . .’


Dexter had his gun out and was turning towards his assailant when someone behind clubbed him again. The gambler’s legs were buckling but he managed to fire off his gun. There was a scream, then he was hit once more and lights went on and off in his head before darkness closed down.


The four men dragged the limp body of Dexter Dillon down the alley and out behind the livery. The few horses in the corral were the only witnesses as the gang tossed the unconscious gambler to the dirt and spent some minutes rifling his pockets.


‘Son of a bitch only got a thousand on him.’ Grant Hornstone finished up counting. ‘There’s two more he took from me. I want that money. The old man will flay the hide off me if I don’t get those cattle for him.’ As he spoke he kicked the unresponsive body. ‘The son of a bitch has gone and lost it all on cards. Hell, what am I going to do?’


‘He’s maybe hid it somewhere,’ suggested one of his companions. ‘He ain’t likely to carry all that money on him. We ought go back to his room and find it.’


‘Jeeze, man, I sure hope so. Maybe we better keep him safe till we find it. When he comes to we’ll beat it out of him.’ Grant kicked the gambler again. ‘Take him in the livery out of sight. I’ll go back to the Bottom Dollar and find out what room he’s staying in. When we have the money safe we can put a bullet in his head and dump him.’


‘Are you sure that’s wise, Grant? Folk heard you calling him out. They might just connect you to his killing.’


‘Hell, Barney, ain’t you got no brains? I was with you fellas all night. We never saw the thieving son of a bitch. Didn’t he vamoose out the back door of the Bottom Dollar and we never did catch up on him. We give each other alibis. Anybody got a problem with that?’


Grant glared at his companions. They shuffled uncomfortably, staring at the unconscious gambler or at the horses in the corral, anywhere but look at Hornstone with that mean look in his eyes.









Chapter 3


 


Gainsborough had been built in the shape of a T with the top section being Long Street, which ran parallel with the original stage road. There was hope amongst the denizens of the town that the railroad might one day follow the stage line and bring added prosperity to the borough. It was there that the first settlers had built their houses and places of business and it retained its rough image with saloons and gambling halls.


This end of town was relatively quiet during the day, the only activity taking place in the stores and places of business. False fronted stores lined the main road, and trade relating to cattle and farming kept the town moderately busy on most days of the week. However at night and on weekends the streets took on a lively aspect, with cowboys rolling in from the neighbouring ranches to let off steam.


The bottom end of the T contained the newer and more respectable quarters of town. Here dwelt the stolid citizens, where the streets remained quiet at night and on Sunday respectable folk dressed in their best duds and attended church. Gainsborough had the appearance of a prosperous town with a growing population. Dillon pulled up his horse and sat observing the traffic on the streets.


‘Sure looks lively enough,’ he observed to his horse. ‘If Dexter figured to set up in business here I can think of worse places to do so.’


After the initial apprehension of leaving the army, and having spent a couple of weeks on the trail, Dillon was getting to like his newly acquired independence. For years he had been subjected to the discipline of the army. Everything was done in the companionship of his fellow soldiers. They ate together, shared the same hardships and the same dangers. Now for the first time in years Dillon was thrown on his own company and was beginning to like it.


On his journey from the fort to Gainsborough he pitched camp when he liked, bought whatever food supplies that took his fancy and wore civilian duds. He had even packed away his Navy Colt, believing he was finished living with the threat of attack every time he took out a patrol.


Gently he eased his mount along the street looking for the livery. His horse needed a mite of pampering, as did his rider. Dillon was looking forward to meeting his bother and indulging in a spot of drinking and eating something he hadn’t cooked himself. At the livery when he paid for a week’s board and feed, he asked the attendant where he would find the Bottom Dollar saloon.


‘Right the other end of the street from here. You can’t miss it. The Bottom Dollar is the big building at the end. If you’re looking for rooms and entertaining that’s the place. Then there’s a boarding house over on Pendle Street that takes in lodgers. If you like a peaceable sleep that’ll be the place for you. And good home cooking, too. Annie Grimly feeds her guests real good. You can get a meal there even if you don’t take one of her rooms. I’m only telling you that because it tends to get a mite rowdy down at the Dollar, especially at weekends.’


The saloon was moderately busy with a few hardy drinkers at the bar. There was a sprinkling of games in progress at the tables. Dillon bellied up to the bar and ordered a beer.


‘I’m looking for Dexter Dillon,’ he told the bartender.


It might have been Dillon’s imagination but an expression of wariness surfaced for a moment on the man’s face.


‘Who wants to know?’


The question raised questions of its own in Dillon’s mind. He shrugged and picked up his beer.


‘Oh, I’m just an old acquaintance of his. He told me once if I was ever down this way I was to look him up. Said as he would buy me a drink.’


The guardedness in the barman’s eyes disappeared and he appeared to relax.


‘Dexter won’t be buying no drinks never again.’


A coldness was creeping into Dillon’s gut like when you’re out on patrol and you spot Injun sign. The danger was there but you couldn’t see it and it made a man wary.


‘So what happened? He move on, then?’


‘Sure as hell did – moved right into the morgue.’


A cold hand was probing Dillon’s chest, making it hard to breathe. He forced himself to remain calm and managed to speak without a tremor.


‘The morgue – you mean he’s passed on?’


‘Afraid so. That’s where they put you when you’re dead.’


Dillon wanted to reach over, grab the tender by the shirt and yank him across the counter.


‘Sad,’ he said, holding in his anger. ‘Must have been sudden. The Dexter I knew was only a young fella. He had years of living ahead of him.’


‘Not with a piece of lead in his head.’


In spite of the sick feeling inside Dillon tried to feign nonchalance, asking the obvious question. ‘How’d it happen?’


‘Nobody knows. Found him stretched out behind the livery.’


‘How long ago was this?’


‘Day afore yesterday.’


 ‘You say he’s in the morgue?’


‘Last I heard.’


Dillon picked up his beer and drained it. ‘Guess I’d better mosey on down there and pay my respects. Is there a sheriff’s office in town?’


‘Sheriff Bill Purdy. The jail is on the far side of the street about halfway along. Can’t miss it. There’s a sign outside reads Sheriff’s Office.’


The barkeep sniggered when he imparted this information and again Dillon had to restrain himself from reaching over and grabbing the man; instead he swung on his heel and left the saloon.


 


‘You a relative?’


The undertaker was a chubby, cheerful individual, not at all how Dillon imagined a man in the undertaking profession would look.


‘Friend.’ Dillon’s answer was terse.


His nerves were all jumpy inside and he wanted to bawl. It was with great trepidation that he waited to see the body he believed to be his brother, but hoping some terrible misunderstanding had taken place. On his walk along the street towards the morgue he had convinced himself it was all a big mistake. He would find the body was that of some stranger – not Dexter.


‘Has anyone identified him?’


‘Sure thing. Everyone knew Mr Dillon. Quiet, well-behaved and kept himself respectable. Though he did gamble a lot. I reckon that’s what got him killed. Rumour has it he won a big pot from. . . .’ Suddenly the man ceased speaking as if he had said enough. ‘This way.’


Before Dillon could put further questions to the man, he was led into a back room with a row of trestles along one wall. On three of these rested sheeted figures. When the undertaker pulled the sheet back Dillon’s knees went weak. He reached out and held on to the table to steady himself.


‘You all right, mister. . . ? Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’


‘O’Grady.’ Dillon said the first name that came into his head.He didn’t know why, but he wanted to keep his identity secret for the time being. Some instinct had been wakened in him. It was the way the barkeep had behaved and now the undertaker had stopped telling him something that might explain why Dexter was killed.


 ‘You seem a mite distressed.’


‘I’ll be OK. Just ain’t used to seeing dead bodies close up like this.’


Which was a lie seeing as during his soldering days Dillon had seen plenty of dead, both friend and foe, and had frequently added to the tally himself. Something he did not like to dwell on. For long moments he stared at the battered features of his dead brother. Slowly he drew the sheet further down seeing bruises on the body. There was no sign of a gunshot wound.


‘He’s been beaten. Barkeep said he was shot.’


‘He got it in the back of the skull.’


‘Can I see?’


‘Listen, Mr O’Grady, I can’t go manhandling corpses about for any old stranger that comes in out of nowhere.’


Dillon reached out and took his brother by the shoulder and raised the body. He almost broke down then as he felt the coldness of the dead flesh.


‘Mr O’Grady, I must insist.’


Dillon ignored the undertaker’s protests. He studied the bullet wound for a few moments then gently let the body rest back on the table.


‘When’s the funeral?’


‘Day after tomorrow. Will you be attending?’


‘Yes, I figure it’s the least I can do.’


Without another word Dillon turned and walked from the morgue.









Chapter 4


 


Sheriff Purdy was a middle-aged ex-cowpoke. He had worked as ramrod for Stirling Hornstone for a good many years when an accident left him with a stiff leg and unfit for the rigorous duties of running the vast Hornstone cattle ranch. Rather than throw his employee on the scrapheap Hornstone had shoehorned him into the job of law officer. A smart arrangement as it gave him another hold on the institutions of Ruffin County.


Hornstone had tentacles in almost every aspect of commerce in the area. He already owned the bank and the general store and the Hornstone ranch was the biggest spread for miles. The rancher boasted to his friends he could start at one boundary in the morning and it would take him till the afternoon to reach the furthest.


When Dillon stepped into the sheriff’s office he found a fresh-faced man with a mop of grey hair. Sheriff Purdy looked up, nodded at his visitor, removed his reading glasses and placed them on top of the newspaper spread on his desk.


‘Howdy, Sheriff Bill Purdy at your service. What can I do for you?’


‘Howdy. I’m just passing through and thought to look up an old friend of mine. Fella name of Dexter Dillon. Someone informs me he was shot a few nights ago. Maybe you can tell me what happened?’


‘Yeah, sad case. Nice young fella, real friendly.’ The sheriff shook his head forlornly. ‘The livery man found the body Tuesday morning lying out the back of the stables.’
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