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Outlaw Canyon


 


Going home is not always as easy as it sounds, as Rafe and Seth Laramie discover when they fall foul of an angry posse. Mistaken for a pair of bank robbers, they are forced to flee a hail of bullets and hide out in the town of Greybull. There, they encounter the enigmatic Mort Sangster and use his cunning to slip away from the posse unseen.


But all is not as it seems. When the Laramie brothers follow Sangster to his cabin, they find themselves amongst outlaws who are plotting an elaborate crime. The outlaws invite the brothers into the fold . . . but what bloody battles lie ahead if they choose to go along for the ride?
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Part One


 


The Posse









Chapter One


 


When Rafe Laramie sent the coffee pot’s dregs hissing onto the fire’s dying embers, the dawn chill was coating the western foothills with glistening silvery dew, the sun still a distant promise endowing the southern peaks of the Bighorn Mountains with rims of gold.


Rafe, well over six feet tall, looked as wide as a barn door against the early morning light. As he moved away from the acrid reek of the dying fire and began rolling his bedding, he was determined to keep pushing his objections. He knew his arguments were weak and without substance, yet the forebodings would not go away. That meant if talking didn’t change Seth’s mind, he’d need to use force. He felt his muscles tightening with tension as he looked across at his brother.


‘I can’t see any good coming out of it, that’s why,’ he said. ‘Besides, I can’t see the point in visiting a Wyoming town we don’t know, for a reason you haven’t yet dreamed up, when it’s going to take us miles out of our way.’


Younger brother Seth was just as stubborn.


‘The reason is I can see Alamo down there. The Bighorn River’s shrouded in mist, but that town’s roofs are beckoning to me like the golden towers of ancient Babylon – and if that’s too flowery for you, then how about this: we’ve been too long on the trail. In the past few days we’ve come down from the Laramie Mountains, crossed the North Platte, crossed the Powder, crossed Crazy Woman Creek. Last night we pushed through Powder River Pass, then slept rough – like we have every night for the past, what, six months? – and I’ve had enough. I need a shave, I stink like an old hog—’


‘Yeah,’ Rafe said quickly, seeing the opening. ‘I’ve been telling you that for days, Seth. My concern is, you look so bad I’m scared if you set foot in any town people will take you for a bank robber. If that happens I’ll be wasting even more time talking you out of a jail cell.’


Seth, stocky and muscular, paused in the act of saddling his blue roan.


‘You mean you are considering going there? You’re backing down?’


‘No, that’s not what I’m doing,’ Rafe said, glaring. ‘All right, the idea of a hot bath is appealing. I’m sick to death of jerky. The food we’ve been dishing up is either a greasy mess, or something only a horse could chew. My mouth’s watering even now at the thought of a thick steak sizzling in a clean pan. But that bit about you getting arrested was only part jesting. I told you I smell trouble. Instinct’s telling me to steer clear of Alamo, so what I’m doing is working hard to make you see sense.’


Seth shook his head. He settled the saddle, and bent to tighten the cinch. When he straightened up, he was frowning.


‘We’ve already been through a heap of trouble in the two years since we left southern Texas, and we’ve always come out on top. We’ve out-gunned drunken cowboys who figured shooting us was more fun than drilling holes in a few false fronts. Got out of smoky New Mexico cantinas with our hides still unperforated when the odds were telling us we hadn’t a hope in hell.’ He nodded pointedly at Rafe. ‘And we’ve also bested mean fellows who’d fought on the side of the North and took exception to the pale colour of your army jacket—’


‘Yours too, you’re still wearing it and we were on the same side—’


‘So maybe it was that you’ve got the smell of officer about you and any fool can see I was an enlisted man—’


‘Or maybe more than a few we fell foul of got all fired up by that belligerent attitude you have, that side of your nature that won’t let you forget you’re not still fighting a war.’


‘Yeah, maybe,’ Seth said reluctantly. He stepped back from his horse and stood with hands on hips. ‘OK, you’ve made your point in a dozen different ways, and I’m getting tired of arguing. I don’t agree with you, can’t understand why you want to avoid Alamo when we both stink to high heaven and look like drifters who’ve been trampled in the mud by a herd of rogue steers. But in another couple of weeks we’ll be home, seven long years after we rode out to seek our fortunes. We never did manage that. Instead we wound up wearin’ ourselves out fighting in a four-year war, and now I aim to get home in one piece. If that means staying out of trouble – even if for the life of me I can’t see where that trouble’s coming from – then I’m willing to try.’


‘Trying’s not needed, Seth. All we do is stay out of trouble spots.’


‘For Christ’s sake, Alamo’s nothing more than a small town on the Bighorn.’


‘Instinct’s telling me otherwise,’ Rafe said bluntly. ‘And if you hadn’t backed down, staying away from Alamo would have been an order, by the way – and don’t forget I outranked you in the war, and I outrank you now in family seniority.’


‘But never in brains.’ The muscles in Seth’s jaw were bunched. ‘And let me tell you, big Brother, you’ll never know how close those last stupid remarks about me backing down came to making me dig in my heels till hell froze over.’


Disgruntled, but finally prepared to accept defeat, he turned away with a dark look in his eyes that clearly told Rafe to accept what he’d got, and back off.


They finished breaking camp together. By the time they mounted up and started their horses down the rocky slopes leading to the beckoning grasslands, the sun had risen above the mountains to warm their backs and was lifting the mist off the Bighorn River.


 


Their route took them due west through lush green cattle country sandwiched between the still-shaded Bighorn Mountains at their backs, the hazy, sun-drenched Rocky Mountains some eighty miles away to their front. By midday their horses were splashing through the Nowood, a tributary of the Bighorn River, spray kicked up by dancing hoofs glistening like cascades of glittering jewels in the sunlight.


Once across the river, Rafe decreed that they take a well-earned break. After swilling their faces in the icy river they ate a meal of cold jerky washed down with lukewarm water from their canteens, then stretched out – well apart, for Seth was still grumbling – on the river-bank in the dappled shade of a stand of aspen.


At noon on that hot summer’s day both Rafe and Seth fell asleep and slept like drunken ’punchers, the impromptu break dragging on long enough to wipe out most of the afternoon. Rafe stirred first. He squinted through the trees and saw Seth flat on his back and snoring into his Stetson in the lengthening shadows. A glance at the sun told him they must have slept for four hours, and he shook his head in disbelief. Then, yawning, he looked with misgivings at ominous storm clouds gathering over the Bighorn Mountains and, without haste, climbed to his feet and began preparing to move off.


Eventually Seth regained consciousness. When he was back in the saddle, slack of limb, bleary-eyed but ready to go, Rafe pointed them towards the north and led the way at a steady canter along the Nowood’s grassy bank. They were following the direction indicated by a trail that lay in the open a little to their left, but were able to slip in and out of the shade of groves of cottonwoods straggling along the edge of the river. The scent of the water, clean and cool as it flowed over a mostly rocky bed, was causing their mounts to prick their ears and try to slow the pace.


An hour later, Seth, making a great show of sniffing the air, swore he could smell the town of Alamo and began casting imploring glances in Rafe’s direction. A short while after that, Rafe looked keenly ahead and realized at once that he’d slipped up.


‘Dammit,’ he said, drawing rein. ‘Do you see what I see? We got ourselves a soaking up to the waist crossing that river back there – and we had no need to. That trail leads arrow straight to Alamo; the town’s sitting snug in the fork where the Nowood shoots off south-east from the Bighorn. To avoid it we should’ve followed the east bank of that pesky river. Now we’ve got to cross back over.’


‘Or,’ Seth said, ‘now you’ve got us this close to the town—’


‘No, sir,’ Rafe said, jaw tight. ‘That choppy water a couple of hundred yards ahead tells me there’s a wide ridge rising close to the surface. Just there it’ll be shallow enough to cross without getting soaked again, and that’s what we’ll do.’


Seth took the rebuff in silence. Rafe touched his horse with his heels and urged it down the bank. The slope was gentle. The river was lapping the shiny mud and course shingle at the edge of the grass, and Rafe let his grateful horse splash its way upriver through the shallows.


Then, without warning, their luck began to run out like grain from a split sack.


‘Riders heading this way, from Alamo,’ Seth called. ‘Two of ’em, riding like the Devil’s on their heels.’


Rafe glanced back. His brother had held his roan to the firmer ground higher up the bank, and so had a better view. Vaguely uneasy, Rafe pushed on, still looking sideways and up the slope. A few seconds more and the sound of hoofs reached his ears above the splash and hiss of the water. Then Seth was easing his roan down the bank. He came up behind Rafe as the two riders thundered on by. Rapidly, the drum of hoofs faded into a dying whisper of sound.


Seth pulled alongside Rafe. His eyes, Rafe noticed, were darting nervously, his face set.


‘I think you were right about that town,’ Seth said. ‘What I smell now is trouble. We’re on the wrong side of the river, big Brother, let’s make for that ford you spotted.’


‘D’you get a good look at those two?’


‘Enough. Rough, unshaven, armed to the teeth. It’s a fine summer’s day. Where we’re at now is an earthly paradise, so why were they riding like they couldn’t wait to get away?’


‘Don’t let it bother you. Another five minutes, with luck we’ll be out of here.’


Using the word luck without any premonition of what was to come, his own words scarcely registering before they floated away on the warm breeze, Rafe urged his horse to a canter. With Seth again keeping the roan higher up the bank on his left, they reached the choppy water Rafe had spotted. There he turned his horse hard right and took it into the river. The submerged bank causing the water to break up was composed of shifting stones on packed sand, just beneath the surface. Followed closely by Seth, Rafe kept his horse splashing across the Nowood with the level of the fast-flowing water steady between fetlock and hock, the gouts of water kicked up by the horses barely touching his boots.


Behind him, Seth gave a shrill, nervous yip of relief as they spurred their mounts up the far bank, pushed them away from the river and into the longer grass and again turned towards the north. Unaccountably, Rafe was feeling the same sense of trouble left behind that had been evident in Seth’s gleeful shout. There was the urge within him to push his horse to greater speed – yet he knew that was unreasonable. The foreboding that had come over Seth had been his, Rafe’s doing. He had planted in his brother’s mind the fear of the unknown, and the unexpected had caused him to panic. But the reality was that nothing extraordinary had happened. Two riders in a hurry had passed them, two men they had never seen before and would never see again—


‘More riders,’ Seth called, and now there was naked apprehension in the unnaturally high pitch of his voice. ‘Coming fast from the direction of Alamo, like those others were. They’re waving and pointing this way – pointing at us.’


Even as he called out, spurred the roan rapidly alongside Rafe and rode straight on by, the faint, ringing cries of the men on the other side of the river reached Rafe’s ears. Giving his horse its head, he adjusted his position to the rapidly increasing gait, then twisted in the saddle to look back.


A short way upstream from the ford, riders were pouring down the Nowood’s west bank and kicking up brilliant fountains of spray as they rode hard through the deeper water. In their efforts to get across the river they had spread out into a line, lifted their rifles clear of the water, and stopped shouting to save their breath. But in the few seconds that he spent watching their relentless pursuit – for, surely, that was what he was witnessing – Rafe was hit hard by a bolt of spine-tingling terror that left him fearing for his life. It was as if the fury within the riders was carried to him in rolling waves. Feeling a constriction in his chest, overwhelmed by raw emotions he could not comprehend, Rafe turned away and spurred after Seth.


Yet the last brief glimpse he had of that terrifying posse – dammit, Rafe thought, why did that word come to mind? – confirmed his worst fears. The lead rider threw caution to the winds. Standing in his stirrups, gripping his horse’s barrel with knees that were deep in the cold, swirling waters, he rammed his rifle butt into his shoulder and fired a string of fast shots towards Rafe and Seth.


They came too close to be healthy. Bullets kicked up dirt between Seth’s roan’s flying hoofs. Others clipped leaves from the trees as the brothers tore around a bend and tucked in tight to a steep bank leading up into the woods over which hung dark purple clouds. Then the trail narrowed, thick forest encroaching on either side. For several long minutes, it was as if the two of them were alone in that part of Wyoming. All about them as they rode at a furious pace there was the thunder of hoofs, the jingle of harness, the creak of leather, the ragged rasp of breathing. But those sounds were theirs: their horses’ hoofs; their pulses hammering in their ears; and those familiar sounds were comforting.


It couldn’t last.


‘When they’re across the river they’ll come after us hard and fast,’ Rafe yelled. ‘We’ve got to figure a way out of this, or we’re dead men.’


‘Dead by mistake, which is no consolation,’ Seth shouted back. ‘That posse—’


‘Is that what it is?’


‘Well, they’re hunting down somebody – and they’ve got it wrong; they saw us crossing the river and jumped to the wrong conclusion. I reckon they’ve got us confused with those two we saw heading south, but I don’t aim to turn around and get into a heated discussion.’


The posse, Rafe noted with a snatched glance over his shoulder, was still out of sight around the bend. On that narrow trail, there was scarcely room for two riders abreast, so they would be strung out. As he faced front again, from the clouds that had settled over the mountains and rolled down the foothills dark blobs of rain began to fall. Swiftly, that spatter of heavy droplets turned into a downpour. As if someone had opened a sluice gate the deluge at once cut visibility to a hundred yards; the wind, strengthening by the minute, was driving the rain, shaking water from the clattering trees and carrying aloft the fine spray from the rain bouncing on the trail.


Within Rafe’s breast, hope surged.


‘Listen to me, Seth,’ he called, pulling his horse back to a steady trot. ‘We crossed the Nowood twice, now we’re going to do it a third time. There’s a whole crowd of them chasing us up a narrow trail – too many. I reckon they’ll be losing ground, and I know for sure a couple of river crossings coming after the one they’ve just done will slow them more than us—’


‘A couple of crossings?’


‘That’s right. We going to cross to the Nowood’s west bank, just to the north of Alamo. If we do it sudden, where they can’t see us, they’ll not realize we’ve turned off and ride straight on by.’


‘That’s one crossing,’ Seth said, waiting.


‘A short ride west from the Nowood we’ll hit the outer bend of an ox-bow on the Big Horn river. We cross that, end up in that loop, they’ll be wondering what the hell’s going on and where we’re going next.’


‘Yeah, like I am.’


Rafe grinned bleakly across at Seth through the rainwater pouring from his hat brim.


‘There’s a town some way to the north. Called Greybull. We need somewhere to hole up. That posse’s riding strung out now, those behind the lead man eating the mud and water he’s kicking up in their faces. If we can make it to Greybull ahead of them—’


A rifle cracked behind them, the report distorted into waves of sound by the violence of the downpour. In the deafening roar of the rain and the noise of their horses splashing through muddy water deepening in ruts and potholes, there was no way of telling where the bullet finished up. Rafe guessed the gunman was firing without hope of a hit, and didn’t bother looking over his shoulder.


‘Move it,’ he shouted and, putting spurs to his horse, he again began to widen the gap between pursuers and pursued.


They rode abreast, the two brothers, the water and muddy spray kicked up by their horses flying harmlessly away to their rear. They rode in a dream world, for the light was eerie. The sun was already low in the west between the black peaks of the Rocky Moun-tains and the dark, hanging hem that was the edge of the lowering purple rain clouds. Its red glow was reflected from the clouds’ underbelly to be diffused by the rain which, on the western side of the trail, was transformed into a pale red mist.


They were riding through a raging storm. Rafe was working out their position by guesswork. He could judge the speed of their horses, but was unable to get a glimpse of Alamo. All he knew for certain was that they were pulling away from the posse. Not far enough to lose them, but all he needed was enough space to evade them – temporarily.


That came when there was a sudden lull in the storm, and a snatched backward glance revealed an empty trail.


‘We’ll cross here!’ he shouted.


Without slackening pace, using his knees and the strength of his hands on the reins, he wrenched his mount to the left so violently the animal almost lost its footing in the slick mud. Rafe leaned back in the saddle as the horse slid with braced legs down a steep bank. He felt his teeth snap together as it hit bottom, then again used his spurs to keep it moving fast across a long grassy slope.


Once out of the trees, the full force of the wind hit him. A westerly gale was driving up the river. The rain was needle-sharp, the grass flattened by wind and rain and as slippery underfoot as wet cowhide. But the river was close. With one swift glance back to make sure Seth was following, Rafe covered the last few yards at the gallop and took his horse straight down the bank and into the water.


The fierce wind was whipping the surface of the river into a choppy foam. This time there was no submerged ridge to provide footing, and horse and rider had entered the water where the bed shelved steeply. The horse, stretching its neck, hit with a tremendous splash and went straight under. When it surfaced, eyes rolling, nostrils flared, Rafe slid from the saddle into the deep water. Holding on to the slippery horn with one hand, he kicked out. Half swimming, half dragged through the water by the gallant horse, he squinted through the rain and the foam and watched with fear in his heart as the west bank very gradually drew closer.


Then the current began to pull them downstream.


The manageable thirty-yard crossing stretched to fifty, then sixty, and still they hadn’t reached the far bank. Tiring, the horse’s kicks weakened, became feeble, and it began to wallow without making any progress. Cursing himself for leaving his boots on, Rafe kicked and pulled himself forward far enough for the struggling animal to see him. Then, saying a silent prayer, he relinquished his grip on the horn. Clinging fiercely to the reins he managed to swim until he was ahead of the horse. He was fighting the ice-cold water, coughing and spluttering, gasping for breath as foaming crests were driven into his face. But with the reins stretched tight, horse and man were again moving in the right direction – but very slowly, and Rafe could feel the strength draining rapidly from his limbs. He couldn’t tell if he was pulling the horse, or if his presence was reviving the animal and it was moving. All he knew was that the threads that held them to life were close to snapping, and the west bank was still ten yards away.


Then his kicking feet hit bottom. They’d reached the shallows.


Emitting a gasping, strangled yell of triumph that was caught and whipped away by the wind, he splashed and floundered his way towards the bank. He was still hauling on the reins. The horse struggled after him. Revived by Rafe’s infectious excitement, it whinnied shrilly. Then, moving jerkily, water streaming from its slick hide, it went past Rafe and stood trembling on the grassy bank.


Only then, as he reached the horse and bent forward with his hands on his braced thighs and his chest heaving, did Rafe remember his brother and look anxiously back at the river.


Seth was in trouble.


Halfway across he had followed Rafe’s example and slid from the saddle to take his weight off the horse. But the roan had weakened rapidly. Battling against wind, rain and current, it had given up the fight and was drifting downstream, taking Seth with him.


Swiftly, Rafe turned to his horse and undid the strap holding his rawhide lariat. Then he ran along the bank. Shaking out a loop while running, watching Seth and the roan as he rapidly gained on them and at last drew level, he slipped on the slick grass and fell flat on his back.


His head cracked against a half-buried rock. A bolt of lightning in his brain blotted out the storm. Then, shaking his head to banish the red blotches, he rolled over and regained his feet.


Seth was fighting a losing battle. He was swimming with a strong side stroke, hauling on the reins to try to turn the roan’s head towards the bank. But his attempts to save the horse were pulling its head under the choppy water. Panicking, the roan was jerking its head to free itself – and, as Rafe watched in horror, the reins were ripped from Seth’s hands.


With cold, fumbling fingers, Rafe found the end of his lariat and took a dally around a slender cottonwood, turning the trunk into a makeshift snubbing post. Then he stepped down the bank, whirled the loop around his head and made his throw.


It fell short, splashed uselessly onto the river’s choppy surface and sank. Hand over hand, Rafe hauled in the now heavy rawhide, all the while squinting across the water to gauge the distance. He had been standing still. Even in those few seconds the current had taken the horse further downstream. Seth, meanwhile, was gallantly swimming after his mount, but falling behind.


‘Ease off!’ Rafe yelled, and felt his words whipped away by the wind. ‘Save your strength, stay afloat, drift in to the bank.’


He was running as he shouted. He saw Seth’s white face as he twisted in the water and lifted a hand in acknowledgement. Then, again level with the drowning horse, Rafe made his second throw.


The loop sailed towards the roan. For an instant it seemed as if the wind would carry it away to one side. Then it settled neatly over the saddle horn. Rafe jerked it tight. Once he was sure it was secure, he released the lariat and backed away. It was running out rapidly. As he stepped over it and away from the river-bank, the rawhide snapped taut. The dally around the cottonwood held. At the other end of the lariat, the roan’s drift downstream was halted with a jerk.


Seth had made it to the bank. He struggled out of the river, his clothes streaming water as he came erect. His head was turned, his eyes on the roan. Reading the situation at a glance, he stepped over the taut rope and spun around to take hold of it. Rafe was already hauling on it with both hands. Working together, heels dug in as they pulled sideways on rope as hard and as stiff as an iron bar, they worked the roan in towards the bank.


‘It’ll make it,’ Seth said through is teeth. ‘It’s a lazy son-of-a-bitch. You watch, it feels solid ground beneath its feet it’ll be out like a shot.’


And so it proved. The glistening roan came up out of the water with head held high and eyes flashing, and trotted along the bank. Reaching Seth, it shook itself, stood stiff-legged and shivering. Rafe removed his lariat from the saddle-horn and coiled it. Seth stayed with the roan, soothing it with gentle hands. He was staring out across the river.


‘The storm’s slackening, it’ll be done in a while,’ he said. ‘If that posse rode on by like you said, by now they’ll’ve realized their mistake.’


But Rafe was already moving. He jogged to his horse, buckled his lariat in place then swung into the saddle. Seth followed suit. Rafe waited until his brother brought the rejuvenated roan alongside, then flicked the reins and together they headed west away from the Nowood. As they did so, Rafe’s final backward glance told him they were just in time.


‘First man’s there, watching,’ he gritted. ‘The others’ll be quick to join him.’


‘We didn’t give them the slip, and they’ll have better conditions when they cross,’ Seth said. ‘That storm lost us what we’d gained.’


‘But not enough to do them much good.’ Through the now fine rain illuminated by the last rays of the setting sun, Rafe grinned across at his brother. ‘The Big Horn’s not too far away. We’ll be there before they’ve crossed the Nowood, across that ox-bow and making the run for Greybull before they’ve shaken the water out of their ears.’
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