


[image: image]








The Robbery at Boulder Halt


 


The four tough Lawson boys rode into Boulder Halt, desperate to raise cash to save brother number five, in jail in Austin. With six-guns blazing, they storm Frank Warren’s bank and burst out with a gunny-sack of cash – but the price is high. Tom Lawson is gunned down by Marshal Nat Kimball, young Buck Lawson is taken by Deputy Jim Folsom and, inside the bank, Frank Warren’s daughter takes two bullets in the chest.


Through a wind-torn night, Owen and Adam Lawson make it out of town with the cash, then go their separate ways. Adam follows the railroad to Austin; Owen returns to Boulder Halt without his beard and, wearing Adam’s hat, is determined to rescue Buck.


What transpires in that tough border town is as surprising as it is exciting. Owen Lawson battles to free his brother, and finally negotiates a risky deal that promises to ensure justice and their safety. Only a fool would believe such a deal will be honoured!
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Chapter One


 


There was sweat on his face and on his hands and he cursed softly as the rifle he was loading with bright brass shells slipped, the muzzle poking into the dirt between his boots. He looked up to see Owen watching him from the shadows under the wet trees and at once flashed a grin that split his beardless face and brought a defiant glint to his blue eyes.


‘I guess you was like this, before your first bank job,’ he said shakily. ‘All fingers and thumbs, mouth as sour as a desert water-hole?’


‘You’ll be fine,’ Owen Lawson said, ‘soon’s we ride into town.’


He slipped the thin Bowie knife he had been using on his fingernails into his right boot, climbed to his feet and walked past the boy crouched by the flickering fire. As the moon drifted across a fleeting gap between monstrous clouds, his long shadow followed him in an arc across the shine of the wet leaves as he crossed to the tethered horses under the trees where Adam was talking with Tom.


‘The kid’s findin’ it tough,’ he said, and saw the two exchange glances. Then tall, rawboned Adam Lawson pulled a cinch tight with a snap and shrugged.


‘There ain’t no easy way of snatchin’ that much money.’


‘Always supposin’ there’s as much loot there as you say there is,’ Tom Lawson said. His horse was saddled, ready, the man as lean and angular as his twin brother and with the same obstinate look on his handsome, bearded face that was a direct challenge to Owen.


Owen Lawson nodded, his back suddenly tight, his breathing shallow.


‘Yeah, I figured as much. You two are still arguing about how much goddamn cash we stand to gain instead of—’


‘It’s got to be worth it,’ Tom said stubbornly. He straightened, squaring his bony shoulders, his frame matching that of the rangy sorrel horse. ‘Ain’t no use—’


‘For Christ’s sake!’ Owen Lawson said. ‘If there ain’t enough cash in that safe then we ride to the next town, do it again. And again, and again, for as long as it takes.’


‘But not too long,’ Tom said.


‘Every time,’ Adam said, his eyes bleak, ‘the risks’ll get higher, and all for—’


Owen stepped forward, and for an instant it seemed that he would hit his tall, lean brother. Then, moving with deceptive speed, Tom came away from the sorrel and Owen was hemmed in, his fist bunched, his lips white with anger. He took a breath; the moment passed. ‘We’re doing this for Ike,’ he said, his eyes locked on Adam’s face, his will a blazing force lighting his blue eyes. ‘What’s at stake here is your brother’s life.’


‘That’s what was at stake,’ Adam said. ‘What’s at stake as soon as we walk into that bank is the lives of Ike Lawson’s four younger brothers.’ His gaze was steady, his high cheekboned face registering deep concern. ‘You think Ma could accept that? Would allow you to take that awful risk?’


‘For God’s sake!’ Owen said. ‘You’re putting me in one hell of a cleft stick, Adam. Ike is Ma’s first-born. A grown man, sure, but still the boy she loves more than life itself. With him facing the hangman’s noose in Austin jail that makes me senior, makes the family my responsibility. Ma’s looking to me to bring him home, not those four owlhoot pards Ike’s got setting there in Austin looking for ways to bust him out. Us, not them – and you know why. So we do it, and how it’s done. . . .’ He paused, rubbed his hands on his thighs, biting back the words “doesn’t matter” because they suggested sentiments at odds with those of a man who had just voiced his responsibility for the family’s safety.


‘How it’s done,’ he said quietly, ‘is not for Ma to know.’


‘Unless it goes wrong,’ Adam said.


‘Right now,’ Owen Lawson said, ‘things are about as wrong as they can get. So forget what Ike is, or what he’s done. He’s Lawson, and he’s kin. I figure that’s worth any risk, don’t you?’


‘Yeah, dammit, he’s a Lawson, but—’


‘No buts. And you know Tom’s right. We can’t take too long over this. In Austin, lawyers cost money. Your brother’ll hang for murder ’less we produce one, and fast. So we get cash, and when we’ve got it, one of of us goes for a long ride in one hell of a hurry.’


‘Which is exactly why I was pointin’ out the risks,’ Adam said. ‘Ain’t no sense gettin’ hold of a pile of cash money, if every damn one of us is dead.’


‘All right,’ Owen said. ‘So we take one step at a time.’


‘If you fellers argue much longer, Ike’ll be dead and buried.’


The boy had moved away from the fire, the Winchester now gleaming, his strong hands firm on the oiled weapon. There was still the sheen of sweat on his young face, but now there was a strange light in his eyes. Unnaturally wide, they caught the high cold light of dawn filtering through the trees where he stood and became luminous. He was a trapped animal, his eyes the window to a soul in which common sense and the raw courage of youth were being swamped by panic. For an instant, that panic threatened to spread in waves over the three men who had been startled by his silent approach. Then the boy turned his head. A twig crackled underfoot as he came closer. The reflected light in his blue eyes winked out, the illusion abruptly dispelled.


‘Time we was gone,’ he said, and jerked a thumb at the bleak dawn skies.


‘He’s right,’ Owen said gruffly, and moved to let his hand rest lightly on the boy’s shoulder. ‘So let’s go over it one more time—’


‘Jesus!’ Adam Lawson breathed disgustedly, then slid his eyes away from Owen’s furious glance.


‘I ride in first,’ Owen said. ‘You three keep a check on the time, follow so’s you’re riding into town from the west as the bank opens on the stroke of nine. We all know where the marshal’ll be. He takes cash to the bank every day at that same time. So just watch for me. If there’s trouble, you’ll see me mount up, ride out the east side of town. If all’s well, I’ll cross the street and go into the bank.’


‘Robbin’ a bank is all trouble,’ Adam said. ‘A man can spend twelve months makin’ plans, see every goddamn one of them blown away when—’


‘Follow me into the bank as fast as you can,’ Owen said. ‘Buck, when we’re inside, you watch the horses.’


‘Sure,’ Buck Lawson said. He hefted the Winchester and grinned. ‘Anyone makes a move, I’ll—’


‘That deputy comes out of the jail, you fire a shot into the air then get the hell out of town. Same thing goes if you hear shooting from inside the bank. Don’t wait around. Don’t take chances. Mount up, get the hell out of there and head for home.’


The wind sighed. Overhead, branches rustled. Heavy drops spattered the ground. The rain had cleared, but the skies were lowering. A day to match the grimness of what they were planning, Owen Lawson reflected, and for an instant his hand tightened on his youngest brother’s shoulder.


Then, decisively, he pushed him away.


‘All clear?’


They nodded. Adam Lawson. Then Tom Lawson. Last of all but the most eagerly, the eighteen-year-old boy, Buck Lawson, who was fighting a plucky battle against fear.


‘All right,’ said Owen Lawson. ‘Let’s get this over with.’









Chapter Two


 


Caught and lifted by the wind, a sheet of rain swept horizontally across Boulder Halt’s main street. It rattled across the rusting trash cans in the alley, added its slickness to the shiny timbers of the plankwalk fronting the blind windows of the mercantile, spattered the pools and greasy mud under the empty hitch-rail as the gust swirled and died.


On the other side of the street, the door of the jail rattled, then banged open. Yellow lamplight flooding from the opening was a warm contrast to the wet, grey morning. A big man reluctantly emerged, a badge glittering on the front of his mackinaw. He turned, spoke briefly to the tall, lean man framed in the doorway. Then he threw a swift glance up and down the street, settled his Stetson firmly on his long black hair and tugged his coat collar up around his ears. Behind him, the door slammed to. Carrying a small linen sack, he started along the plankwalk, his shoulder tight up against the fronts of the buildings as the wind moaned.


From a doorway directly opposite the bank, Owen Lawson drew deeply on the cigarette in his cupped hand and watched the town marshal dispassionately. He saw him walk as far as the Land Office, step down from the plankwalk, heard the muttered curse as booted feet sank to the ankles in mud, watched him angle across the street, head ducked against the driving rain. The lawman looked up once, splashed past the rail where Owen’s horse stood with drooping head, pushed open the bank’s heavy door and stepped inside.


One man. The bank’s first customer. And the street was empty.


To the left of the door, and higher up, the bank’s big barred window was a bright square of light. Through it, Owen could see the heavy timepiece on the back wall. That clock, he knew, was sited directly above the big iron safe.


Almost nine o’clock.


If the clock was right.


Patiently, Owen dragged the battered turnip watch from his pocket, checked the time, snapped it shut and put it away.


He knew Tom and Adam would be doing the same, at frequent intervals.


And with a noticeable quickening of his pulse he turned his head to look east, his eyes moving across the shabby hotel that stood alongside the bank, on in a line across the street to the silent saloon and the tonsorial parlour and beyond them the thinning row of buildings past which he would have been riding if there had been trouble; then back, warily, down the empty street, eyes squinted as he peered through the curtain of drifting rain.


The jail’s door was shut. Deputy Jim Folsom would stay inside hugging the pot-bellied stove until the marshal’s return. Across from the jail the mercantile with its wide stoop and stacked barrels was now open, but the only sign of movement was the flapping of its sign, the only noise a faint, rusty creaking. Greasy curtains hung in a loop across the windows of Annie’s Café, the thin net sticking to the steamed-up glass. The smell of frying steak came and went with the gusts. A cowhand cut across the street, one hand planted on his hat, and disappeared into the runway of Stolt’s Livery and Feed.


Owen had counted to fifty, tight nerves drying his mouth, his lips moving soundlessly, when the riders appeared. They crossed the railroad a hundred yards away. Three men, one wearing a glistening yellow slicker, two in long white dusters hanging wet and limp, filthy hems brushing stirrups. They rode at a walk up the centre of the street, their horses splashing mud, the white vapour of their breath caught and torn by the wind.


Decisively, Owen flicked away the cigarette. He swept back his slicker, brushed a hand across his Colt, then stepped out of the doorway. The wind caught the slicker, flapping it as he went across the muddy street at an awkward jog. Without looking up, without making any sign, he was aware of the riders, caught the breathy snorting of their horses, the jingle of bridles.


Then he was across. He touched his horse, the wet leather of the saddle, saw its head lift, its ears flick in recognition. He stepped up on to the sidewalk, then immediately moved aside, nodding politely, as the blonde-haired, elegant woman he had seen coming out of the hotel hastened past him, her head ducked against the rain. He caught the scent of her perfume, felt her long dress brush his knee as it was caught by the wind. Then she was gone.


Noisily, Owen Lawson stamped mud off his boots – for stealth had no part in this plan – and went into the bank.


The hiss of the wind and rain was reduced intantly to a soft soughing. Owen’s nostrils flared to the warm stink of a coal-oil stove, the rich aroma of hot coffee. As he shook rain from his slicker and flipped it open in the natural movement a man would make, one swift glance told him all he needed to know, confirmed everything he had observed in the thirty minutes he had stood in the draughty shadows.


Frank Warren, the bank’s owner, was behind the counter with his coat off, arm-bands glittering against the blue and white stripes of the shirt that was strained across his massive chest. A dark-haired girl in a blue cotton dress, face flushed, a lock of hair sweeping to brush her cheek as she attended to the marshal under Warren’s watchful gaze. Marshal Nat Kimball, steaming tin cup in his right hand, linen bag flat and empty on the counter before him watched as the cashier counted the taxes, licence fees and sundry fines and payments the marshal had brought along to be deposited.


‘Damn weather!’ Owen Lawson said softly.


The marshal grunted without turning, his eyes on the pretty cashier’s fingers.


Then he stiffened as the muzzle of Owen’s .45 bored into the small of his back and the hammer went back with a loud click.


‘Seems to me,’ Owen went on, his voice still low, steady, ‘it ain’t at all the kind of weather a man would choose to get buried – if he had a say in his own funeral. You have, Marshal. Just plant both hands flat on the counter, and stay as still as a wooden Injun.’


‘Have you figured out some way of robbin’ this bank,’ Kimball said through his teeth, ‘with you behind me holdin’ that pistol and Frank’s big safe up against the back wall?’


The door crashed open. Boots thundered on the board floor. The damp swept in, bringing with it clammy fingers of fear.


‘Something just occurred,’ Owen Lawson said, ‘to solve that problem.’


The girl was motionless, her face as white as bone. Warren’s eyes had narrowed. The marshal’s head began to turn.


‘Face front,’ Owen warned.


‘No masks, Nat.’ These were the first words Frank Warren had uttered. His voice was contemptuous. ‘They don’t mind being recognized, so they’re not local men.’


‘But we’ve been watching for a week, we’re here, right now, all four of us, and that’s all any of you need to know,’ Owen Lawson said. ‘So, feller, why don’t you just grab your keys, and open up that safe?’


‘Over my dead body,’ Warren gritted, and suddenly there was the sheen of sweat on his balding scalp.


‘No,’ Owen said easily. ‘Open it, or the girl dies.’


‘My daughter.’ And now there was deadly menace in the bank-owner’s voice.


‘In that case,’ Owen said, ‘you’ve got one helluva good reason to move fast.’


‘Damn you!’


For an instant Warren hung there, poised between the defiance that would come naturally to a man powerful in physique and reputation, and the instinct for survival and the safety of his own flesh and blood. The marshal stood motionless, big hands flat on the counter. The girl, dark eyes enormous, looked beyond Owen Lawson to the tall men in white dusters who had pushed the door shut and moved into the room.


Then Frank Warren stirred. He swung on his heel, his hands dropping to his belt. Keys clinked. He walked to the black safe, with a steady hand inserted a key, twisted it. The lock clicked. The door, hinged on the left, swung open, stopped with its edge up against his chest.


Behind Owen Lawson, a man let his breath go. Boots scraped on the boards.


‘Step back,’ Owen said. ‘Move away from the safe. You and your daughter go stand facing the wall alongside the stove.’


Warren appeared to straighten. His big frame stood square and solid, back to the counter. His left hand had lifted and reached across his body to grasp the edge of the safe door. He would need to step back half a pace to swing the door open and to his left. Then, if he chose to do it, his right hand could reach into the safe.


Jesus! Owen thought, that safe’s big enough to hold a scattergun.


His six-gun hard up against the marshal’s spine, he felt his nerves tighten. In the sudden, aching stillness, it was possible to hear the ragged breathing of nervous men, the faint burbling of the coffee pot on the stove, the ticking of the clock . . . the nervous movements of horses huddled against the hitch-rail in the cold morning rain.


‘Dad!’


The girl stepped back from the counter, turned—


‘No, Janie!’


Marshal Nat Kimball spoke sharply, leaning across the counter to reach for the girl’s wrist. The cup clattered to the floor, splashing coffee. Janie Warren caught herself, seemed about to stop. Then she shook off the marshal’s hand, turned decisively.


‘Dad, please, give them the money!’


A sudden gust of wind drove rain hard against the windows. The bank’s heavy door rattled, the lock clicked and it began to blow open. One of the men swore softly. Someone said, ‘Get that damn. . . .’


And Frank Warren made his move.


He stepped back and whipped open the safe door, his hand reaching in to snatch at the six-gun lying on the stacked banknotes as he whirled to face the men intent on robbing his bank.


Janie Warren threw herself forward, screaming.


Owen Lawson yelled, ‘Don’t do it!’


Warren’s six-gun roared.


The slug hissed angrily past Owen’s ear. He slammed his left forearm hard across the marshal’s neck. The blow drove the lawman down across the counter. Owen’s right arm came across in a vicious swing. He cracked the barrel of his six-gun along the bone behind the marshal’s right ear.


The marshal began to crumple, groaning. Owen pushed the weight of the slack body away from him, spun away from the counter. He saw Warren, backed up against the open safe, jaw jutting, eyes narrowed, six-gun raised and levelled. Then, still screaming, Janie Warren flung herself at her father, her arms locking about his broad shoulders.


Behind Owen Lawson, as the girl sprang to defend her father, a six-gun roared, then another, the twin detonations coming as one.


The girl stiffened. Two black holes appeared in the thin blue cotton of her dress. She arched, whimpering. The black holes below her right shoulder became red and glistening. Her fingers opened, clawing, the nails tearing at Frank Warren’s fine striped shirt as she slid to the floor.


Warren’s hideaway six-gun clattered to the floor. He sank alongside his daughter, his big hands swiftly stained with her bright blood as his eyes lifted to stare in sightless horror at the three Lawsons.


Owen Lawson swung to face Adam and Tom, tall figures in filthy white dusters. His mind was numb with horror.


‘Get the cash. Move, now!’


Then Buck appeared in the doorway, yellow slicker glistening, face white.


‘Owen, that deppity’s comin’!’


‘Do like I told you. Get the hell out of town!’


As the kid about turned and the big door slammed back against the wall, Owen followed him out into the driving rain. One swift glance told him they were in bad trouble. Some way down the street, the jail’s door now gaped wide, yellow lamplight glistening on the wet plankwalk. But that was already some way behind Deputy Jim Folsom who was across the street and heading for the bank with a rifle up across his chest. Behind him, the cowboy was emerging from the livery barn, hatless, but holding a six-gun. And, as Owen watched, two more men came tumbling from Annie’s Café, reaching for their pistols.


‘Hurry!’ he yelled over his shoulder. Then, to Buck, standing frozen alongside his horse with the shiny Winchester, ‘Come on, kid, move, ride for your life!’


A shot roared, coming from the east side of town. White splinters flew from the hitch-rail. Horses squealed, lunging in panic. Owen whirled, dropping to a crouch, boots sliding in the yellow mud so that he went to his knees. A man wearing a white apron flapping in the wind was standing outside the saloon, shotgun rammed into his shoulder. Owen snapped a shot. The man yelled, stepped back into the doorway.


When Owen turned back, half falling, Folsom was much closer, Buck atop his plunging bronc and swinging away from the rail. Then Adam and Tom came piling out of the bank, Adam with a fat gunny-sack swinging from his hand.


Breath hissing through his clamped teeth, Owen climbed out of the mud and splashed towards his horse. Tom already had a foot in a stirrup and was swinging over leather, but cursing as his white duster entangled his legs. Adam had unhitched his horse but was struggling to hold the taut reins as the terrified animal backed off, jerking its head high.
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