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The Hunted Four


 


When Walter Watters – aka ‘Wattie’ – finds out that the hiding place of gold from a major robbery is known to another, he’s instantly on the trail. As the sheriff of a small town, he knows that he has to uphold the law. But $2,000,000 in solid gold is a tempting sum. Soon he has to go into an area known as the Wilderness, riding through the monsoon with his companions to where their prize awaits.


But can he trust them?


Worse than that, he is being tracked by a ruthless ex-convict called Kurzwell, who was one of the original robbers. Now, it is a race against time for both groups of men. Only one group can win the prize, but only one has a ruthless killer at their helm.


With time and weather against them, Wattie and his companions face death far from home in a desperate struggle against man and nature.
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Chapter One


 


Walter M. Watters, sheriff of Benson, sat in his office. More correctly, he did not so much sit as sag, and swelter in a wooden chair. The windows behind, to the side, along with the door, were all open but this did not do much to stir the dead air inside the building. The mercury was climbing in the little glass tube enclosed by the barometer on the wall, and it seemed to indicate there was more of the same on the way.


‘Hell,’ said the sheriff, ‘looks like this ain’t going to end soon.’ He was speaking to his deputy, Tex, a young man whom he had hired just so that he could have someone to do the many odd jobs that needed doing in a railroad town like this.


Especially when crime was on the cards.


‘It’s not going to end soon, Sheriff,’ said Tex a slim young man with very short hair, and who looked permanently surprised and bemused by whatever was happening around him. ‘You’ve been here long enough to know that this is the start of the Arizona monsoon season.’


‘I guess I have,’ said Wattie. It was not something he liked to think about, especially not right now when his head was fit to burst.


‘Right now it’s so durn hot because the thunderstorms are on their way,’ said the young man relentlessly. He seemed to have a fixation on the weather. ‘You know as well as I do what they’re like.’


‘Sure I do,’ said Wattie, ‘horrific, that’s what they are.’


‘Everyone thinks that out here it’s just a desert,’ said Tex, ‘fact is we get seasons just like anywhere else, and when the rains come, boy, they really come.’


There was no arguing with the point. The boardwalks were there for the simple reason that in the rainy season no-one would have been able to walk ten feet in any direction without sinking into the mud up to their ankles. The saloons were built high, with brick support walls and wooden stairs – with rails – that led up to their batwing doors. In the good – not to say sweltering – weather that favoured the territory most of the time, such stairs were, to say the least, inconvenient for those would be revellers, but at this time of year they were absolutely crucial to the business within.


‘’Sides, I just heard the news about Quinn,’ said Tex. ‘I hear he’s back in town.’


‘Quinn?’ For the first time in their desultory conversation. the sheriff sat up properly and took notice. ‘Davey Quinn?’


‘I knew the name sounded familiar,’ said Tex. ‘You’ve mentioned him before, haven’t you?’


‘Guess I have,’ said Wattie. His mouth was dry now, and not entirely from the heat. ‘Why didn’t you tell me sooner, kid?’


‘Wasn’t sure if it was the guy you were talking about before, and I just heard a couple of the locals discussing him when I was out and about earlier on. Want a java?’


‘A java means putting on the stove,’ said Wattie reasonably. ‘If you put on the stove, the heat in here’ll be just about enough to either drive me to the point where I shoot you for doing it, or I collapse into a heap, either way it ain’t a good idea.’ He gulped down some of the water that lay in a large, almost empty carafe in front of him. With a supreme effort of will, he got to his feet – staggering slightly in the process – and tightened his gun belt. ‘Tex, you hold the fort while I go and check out this Davey.’


‘Must be bad if you’re going out in this.’


‘Davey Quinn was a wanted man in his time. He was born in 1850, in Utah, and even though he was fifteen by the end of the Civil War, he had already fought in three battles. He’s as mean as you can make them, and he’s killed more men than I’ve shook hands with. He’s been in business in this area before – I know he’s had a hand in the mining industry – and he’s annexed some land for the cattle business too. The trouble is, he’s got a mean streak wider than the Grand Canyon, he’s touchy as hell, quick to hear an insult and afraid of nobody.’


‘Sounds more like a reason to avoid him,’ said the young deputy.


‘Maybe in the ordinary line of business, but that ain’t how it works around here, as you should know.’ The sheriff put on his wide-brimmed hat to protect him from the midday sun, and stepped out into the heat of the day. He looked around at the town with more than a little satisfaction. Most people were sheltering from the shimmering air caused by the noon sun, except for those who had to be going about their business, and this suited him fine.


Benson was a brand new town, it had been founded just a few years before as a rail terminal for the area, taking in all sorts of goods and services, not just for the cattle business, but for other essential goods that could be used in the county. During the building of the railroad, there had been many attacks on the line by different tribes such as the Apaches, who saw – quite rightly – that the coming of the Iron Horse was a threat to their way of life.


Benson, because it had been created for a particular purpose, was laid out in a regular pattern, with a long main street, and with the others at the back following the same grid system. This was most unlike the chaotic patterns of a typical mining town where people usually set up in a haphazard manner around the main utilities.


On his way to The Hanged Man saloon on Fourth Street, which was thankfully not that far from his office, Wattie passed his home, also near the office. It was situated that way so that he could get to work quickly if anything dramatic should happen. He was on duty both night and day. Being a sheriff was a job where you just couldn’t rest on your laurels, at least in his experience.


To add to his troubles, a beautiful woman in a red dress came out to confront him. Being accosted by a pretty woman is not something high on the usual list of woes for a man, but in his case it came up quite high on his count of things that annoyed him. He was confronting his wife, who had run out of their own little home. She had obviously been on the look out for her husband, the lawman.


‘Cora, good to see ya, honey, but got to go.’


The woman pouted. She was five years younger than Wattie, who was not old, and she had short, black hair, and eyes with pupils that were the same colour. She looked at him in a way that did not brook much in the way of argument, and gave the killer smile that showed her very white teeth.


‘Walter, you give me some money, yes?’


‘I would if I had some.’


‘A huge amount, but I go to my friend’s house today, we ladies get together and play the cards.’


‘Not Bezique again?’ She could see that the word ‘no’ was trembling on his lips and gave a smile that could only be described as alluring. Despite the heat that seemed to sap the strength out of him, (and not bother her in the least) Wattie could feel a fire rising in his belly that was unrelated to heat around him.


‘How much?’


‘If you have the twenty dollars, will be much good.’ This time he had to make a feeble protest.


‘Twenty dollars? Cora, we don’t have that kind of money. You know how much I earn as sheriff, I can’t keep funding you like this. I just can’t.’ She pouted as she looked at him, her lower lip trembling.


‘Yet is not good for you to treat me like this. I have no fun in this place.’ He relented as she knew he would and reached into his pocket.


‘Hell, Cora, that’s half a month’s wages for some people. It’s the last time for a while, do you hear me?’


‘I hear you, you naughty man, we discuss later when your business is over?’ She gave him a smile so full of promise that he felt his pulse racing.


‘Yes.’ She stood close to him and lifted up her doll-like face so that he could kiss her on the lips, and then she was gone, leaving behind a sorely troubled man.


Wattie had met Cora in a local saloon, in fact, the very one to which he was now heading, The Hanged Man. She was an exotic creature, much given to wearing robes and silks, her job that of an entertainer, and she did indeed have a good voice for the ballads of the day. She was a mixture of Spanish, Indian and other ancestry with a fiery temper and the voice of an angel. He had been taken with her from the very first day they met, as had a number of other men. He even had to fight off a couple of suitors in order to win her heart.


There is no saying quite so profound as ‘marry in haste, repent at leisure’. When Wattie had asked for her hand and she had given it so eagerly, he had not even paused to consider that there might be a catch. That catch quickly presented itself in the first three months of their marriage, of which this was the third. Cora could not continue to work in the saloon after she became a married woman, and being a housewife bored her. He had been trying hard to get her pregnant but that – as far as he knew – hadn’t happened yet, and his many duties meant that, purely and simply, his wife was bored.


The trouble with his new wife was, that along with her dark beauty, she had inherited the Latin temperament. It was not anything specific that he said or did. If he was home too late or home too early, if he forgot to be thoughtful with her in mind, if he did not buy her a new dress, or he did not appreciate the meal over which she had slaved and a thousand other transgressions, this would bring on a series of screaming matches which usually ended in a door or two being slammed. Or a plate being thrown at his head. She was a handful.


Wattie had been careful with money most of his young life. His new job carried with it a reasonable stipend and he carried out his duties well. This meant that when he married his new wife, he had a sizeable bank balance, yet in the three months he had been married to her she had made a moose-sized dent in his savings. These had, while not huge, been fairly respectable before this time. In short, he realized gloomily as he walked on, if he was going to keep his young and beautiful wife, he was going to need more income than his job could possibly provide.


The Hanged Man soon came into sight. It had stairs, a brick surround at the foot and wooden rails, just to protect it from the forthcoming bad weather. When the rains came the locals liked to forget them by drinking. Mind you, they liked to forget all their troubles by drinking, monsoon rains were just one more annoyance in life.


He paused at the steps that led up the side of the building, took off his hat and paused for a moment, thoughts of his money troubles departing as he prepared to meet the notorious Davey Quinn. He mounted the steps, pushed open the batwing doors and went into the gloriously cool interior. A figure was standing at the bar wearing old jeans and a dusty waistcoat, even the back of his large head was familiar to Wattie.


‘Davey,’ he said, ‘this here’s the sheriff of Benson, and I’ve come for you.’


Slowly the figure at the bar turned, hand reaching for the six-gun at his side.









Chapter Two


 


Henry Kurzwell was in his cell in Yuma prison. He was a mild-looking man in his early thirties with a high, domed forehead, receding hair and a straight nose. If he had been wearing a suit and given the use of an office, it would have been hard to tell him from one of the pen-pushers who ran the prison. Looks were deceptive. When he had first arrived at the prison, he had been picked on by one or two of the more violent inmates keen to show that they could dominate him. One man had ended up in the infirmary with a few broken bones. The other had tried to make a break for it during routine work outside the prison. He had been shot dead by the guards. Kurzwell had been whispering to the man regularly just a couple of days before, egging him on to make the big break. The man, his ego bolstered, had done just that with predictable results.


The cell door opened with a clang and the governor himself walked into the cell. He was a middle-aged man who looked grateful for the coolness of the stone interior.


‘Well, Henry, it’s time for you to go.’


‘It sure is, Governor.’


‘Well, you’ve been here two years, and for most of it you’ve been a model prisoner.’


‘Thanks, Governor Anson.’


‘There was that incident at the beginning where I had to put you in the dark cell.’ The Dark Cell was one of the worst punishments in the jail, a stone-lined hole in the ground without a light to relieve the darkness. Prisoners were often incarcerated there for ten days or so with just a little food and water until they saw the error of their ways.


‘I guess I had to see the error of my ways,’ said Kurzwell mildly.


‘Well, you did us a favour in the end. The prisoner you attacked never caused us any trouble again.’ The governor gave a nod of his head and the guard bent down, took out a key and unlocked the shackles that enclosed Kurzwell’s ankles. Most of the prisoners had a ball and chain when they were out doing construction work, but the high risk ones were shackled all the time.


‘Henry, you’re a capable man. I don’t know what kind of brainstorm took over to make you commit that robbery. I have a proposal to make. Stay here and help me with the administration of the prison. You have a brain in there, unlike some I’ve had to deal with. I’ve seen you help other prisoners with their letters. You’re an educated man. Stay with me and you’ll have a good job.’


‘Governor Anson, let me think it over. I have to go and see some – relatives – over in Tucson,’ said Kurzwell.


‘Well, don’t think it over for too long. I need a good man like you.’


‘Thanks, Governor, that means a lot to me.’ Kurzwell did not add that he’d had enough of Yuma prison to last him several lifetimes, and that the governor could take the straight road to hell, even though this was in his thoughts.


Kurzwell left the prison a short while later. He was wearing a grey suit and had twenty dollars in his pocket. He was indeed heading for Tucson, but only to meet up with two men he had met in prison. Not ex-convicts – he didn’t trust other cons because they were too disorganized most of the time, not because of their crimes.


He arrived at Tucson a day or so later, his trip made easy by the new rail system that linked so much of the country, and met up with the guards who had started off their acquaintance with him by guarding him in Yuma.


There was one John Hardin, a big man who carried himself with an air of easy authority. He had an almost casual brutality about him and was ever ready to hit a man between the shoulder blades with the stock of his Winchester ’73, or take a prisoner’s legs out from under him with a club. He was only in his twenties but had a cynical air about him, and a sceptical attitude that Kurzwell liked.


The other man was nicknamed ‘Mule’, his real name being Dobbie Dobbins. Mule was not the brightest of men, but he was handy with a club, and a rope, and he too had no problem brutalizing the prisoners under his care. As far as he was concerned, once they were locked up they were fair game. He was overweight, with pasty skin and little piggy eyes.


They were in a local bar where they had arranged to meet, and Kurzwell concealed his pleasure at their arrival.


‘Boys, good of you to turn up.’


‘We’re only here for one reason,’ said Hardin, ‘you promised a real good reward if we get into this deal.’


‘That’s right,’ said Mule, who usually took the lead from his companion.


‘Boys, what can I say.’ Kurwell passed them the beers he had ordered on their arrival. ‘The authorities grossly underpaid you in there. What were you getting? Eighty dollars a month?’


‘Seventy-five,’ said Hardin. ‘All right, we got somewhere to live, but it wasn’t, and isn’t enough considering the job.’ He narrowed his eyes as he looked at Kurzwell. ‘You better have something good for us, else it’s over before it’s begun.’


‘Boys, boys.’ Kurzwell spread out hands that had been hardened by construction work during his two years inside. ‘Inside’ was a joke, because he and many other fit prisoners had spent much of their waking hours labouring to build new cells for the ever increasing population of cons, and quarters for the guards as the prison was extended.


‘How’s about this?’ Kurzwell had been to his secret cache already, just before their meeting. He handed them both a sheaf of notes. Small denominations to make it more impressive. ‘Two hundred dollars each, and all you have to do is help me track down some lost property. More as we go on. What do you say, boys?’


The guards looked at the money with a sort of numb joy. And there was more to come. But Hardin was suspicious.


‘I don’t know. If it’s worth this much to you to get us working, there’s a lot more in it for you.’ He looked as if he was going to push the money back across the table. Mule would follow suit if that happened.


‘I’m not going to kid you guys, it’s going to be hard and tough, but I’ve heard rumours that some roughneck is after the same thing. We have to act now or not at all and that’s a sign of how much it’s worth to me. If you’re not in I’ll find others, but I ain’t hanging about.’


The two guards looked at each other. Hardin broke the silence.


‘The hell with it. We’re in.’


Barony J. Coyle – also known as Ony – was in his hotel room at just about the same time as Wattie was approaching Davey Quinn. He was alone in his room, but not really on his own purely for one reason; on the far side of the brown painted door were three people who wanted to have a word with him. He was not particularly anxious to speak to them.


‘Let me in, you so-and-so,’ boomed the voice of Big Bill Toomis. Ony’s anxiety not to confront this particular individual was easy to understand. Big Bill was also known as the Benson Bruiser. He was over six feet tall and looked, as he had often boasted, that while he was still in his youth, he could grab a steer by the horns and wrestle it to the ground with his bare hands.


Big Bill had the misguided notion that Ony had tricked him out of some rather large sums of money while they were playing cards. Even though this was not the case, due to the fact that Big Bill was a poor gambler, with a far from poker face that could have been read by a one-eyed man from sixty paces, Ony was still not anxious to face Bill. The bruiser was an individual who not only had fists of iron, but weapons made of that actual material, namely his two six-guns.


Having one person after him was bad enough, but the chorus was taken up by two female voices, that of Dolores and Cha-Cha (not her real name).


‘Let me in,’ said Dolores. ‘I want to speak to you, BJ. And you get out of my way,’ she added, speaking to the bruiser who was trying to get there first.


‘I will rip your eyes out,’ added Cha-Cha who was an attractive Latino dancer in the chorus, nearly as tall as he was, which was not hard given that he was of medium height, and of a slim build that fitted well into his dark suits and fancy waistcoats. ‘Let me in.’


‘Be with you in a minute,’ said Ony a little breathlessly, given that he was shoving some essentials into a carpet bag, including a bottle of whiskey and a bundle of dollars that would have choked a mustang. ‘Let’s settle this real peaceably,’ he added as he briskly opened the window and tied a sheet to the metal frame of his non-too-comfortable bed. ‘Be right there, folks, just ease up on the histrionics.’ He said this loudly as he dropped his bag to the dusty ground below, hoping that his dulcet tones would have concealed the thud as it landed. In short order, even as he was speaking his final words, he hopped over the sill, saying an inward prayer that the fabric would hold, and scrambled down the makeshift rope. He got to the end, finding that his legs were still at least seven feet off the ground. Luckily the boardwalk had ended at this point. Cursing the effect that the dusty ground would have on his suit, Ony let go.


‘Ladies, step back, this one is mine,’ said Big Bill. He gave the door a kick that made it resound in its frame, and then blasted a bullet into the lock. He kicked again, and this time the door swung slowly open. Big Bill wasted no time, but stormed inside the room, followed by the two ladies of the chorus. Dolores grabbed at his gun hand but he brushed her off like a particularly attractive fly. He rushed over to the window and leaned over.


‘Where are you, ya varmint?’ he yelled at the top of his voice, but beyond the sizeable dent in the ground where a body had recently landed, and some dusty marks where he had rushed around the building, there was no sign of the room’s recent occupant.


Ony had vanished off the face of the earth.
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