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Blaze of Fury


 


When Jubal Thorne decided to settle down and become a farmer in Oasis Valley, he was not to know the truth. Tired of being a gun-toting hero to some and a villain to others, the former bounty hunter looked forward to a peaceful life on his dead brother’s farm. He might have wanted peace, but when a man has a past like that of Jubal Thorne it isn’t long before Fate comes knocking on his door. It all starts with a stray bullet that just misses his head, and ends in a Blaze of Fury for those who underestimated the man they were trying to kill. In his search for the killers, and in defence of what is his own, Thorne shows that the bounty hunter might leave his profession but his profession will never leave him.
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Chapter One


 


Jubal Thorne was ploughing the field before the bullet went singing past his head. More truthfully, he was guiding his ox, Buddy, who was doing the actual pulling. Just the same, it was hard work keeping such a big animal on track, guiding that creature with a friendly word here and a sharp command there, hand on the enormous wooden yoke that the animal wore around his neck to transmit the power of those well-muscled shoulders to the plough. The plough itself was mostly made of wood, with a sharp curved metal blade at the front that cut through the rich soil as if it was snow.


Before the bullet and his day – no, days ahead – got much worse, Jubal was already hoping that he was elsewhere. It was hard work guiding the ox and he was already wet with perspiration. He wore loose black trousers held up with leather braces. His shirt was light with darker stripes, while his feet were clad in gumboots to help traverse the stiff clods of earth.


So far he could have been a sodbuster on any of countless farms, with his black, wide-brimmed hat jammed on his head. This just happened to be Oasis Valley, in Yuma County, Arizona, a valley fed by a tributary of the mighty Colorado, the silt from the river providing a richness of growth mostly missing from other counties in the territory.


It was the face below that brim an observer would have found striking. The right hand side was perfectly formed, handsome even, a man who could have been in his late thirties. Across an uneven line the left side degenerated into a melted mask with lines and scars on the uneven features. Over the sunken orbit on that side he wore a large dark-green leather patch to conceal the eye. His long, coppery hair hung in such a way as to partially conceal his face.


The reason he wanted to be elsewhere had nothing to do with hard work. He didn’t mind that and plenty of it too. No, what affected him was the thought of the farm itself. It was just over twenty acres in size with fields in which big red potatoes, corn and squash grew readily enough.


But to Jubal, being here was as good as getting a jail sentence with no remission for good behaviour. He spoke his thoughts aloud to Buddy without the least hint of self-consciousness.


‘Buddy, why did Frank have to die? I know he was older, and so on, but that son of a gun had a few more years left in him.’ The ox grunted and strained at the yoke, the big black valley flies buzzing around him, while the soil broke open with a soft sigh as the blade of the plough parted it with implacable ease. Otherwise Jubal’s words just hung in empty air.


‘If it hadn’t been for the loss of Belle and the little one he’d have had someone to carry on for him. As it is every day’s the same.’ He could not keep a trace of bitterness from his voice. Just the same, he knew that he could not have done otherwise. The story was simple enough. His brother, Frank, had been found dead on the outskirts of town by one of the local deputies, his horse beside him. The local doc had come to have a look. But Frank, who was barely fifty, had succumbed to what looked like a heart attack. Jubal just happened to be in the area following his old profession – they called it being a bounty hunter in these parts – and news travels fast in a county. He rode into town as soon as he found out the grim news. The first time he had seen his brother for years was when Frank was already in his coffin.


Jubal could remember that when he was riding into Earlstown on his dark-coloured horse, Spirit, his first impression of the place was of a solidly built burgh. All the more remarkable when he knew thirty years before, this had been where a shanty town devoted to mining had stood. In those days it consisted mostly of canvas tents and hastily built ramshackle dwellings with tin roofs. The name Jackson Earl came to mind. He was the founder of Earlstown, justified in giving his name to the original dump because he had purchased all the claims. Earl had established a mine of a substantial size just outside town to dig out the remaining gold. Then, when that vein petered out he had turned to mining silver, which they had been doing ever since.


The town was bigger than ever because it was now part of the Great Western cattle trail that was just being established about the time Earl had his great vision of uniting the mines. Because of the regular influx of visitors Main Street held several saloons in various states of repair – ranging from the plush Gold Rush saloon, to the Grand, which was anything but. There was also a low building made of adobe and wood away from the other saloons that did not actually have a sign, except for the skull of a longhorn nailed to the front, which was a low drinking den where the primary attractions were cheap booze and being left alone. Further on down the street – nearly at the end in fact – was the big new church. It was less than twenty years old with a stone tower and built in a fairly basic manner. But it was painted white and green with green shutters to cover the plainer windows, and one large stained glass window. This showed one of the Lord’s many acts, and overlooked the body of the church, positioned in such a way as to catch the rays of the evening sun.


At the service held there for his brother he had met Jackson Earl himself, his pretty wife and two lovely daughters. The founder, coming out of the church, had struck him as a particularly jovial kind of man, now in his late fifties, who immediately grasped Jubal’s hand in commiseration.


‘Mighty sorry to hear about your brother, he was a good man. But looking at the practical side, guess you’ll be selling the farm?’


‘No, reckon I’ll settle down for a while. Could do with a rest.’ Jubal noted how the jovial grin faded rapidly.


‘Well think it over.’ Then Earl was gone too.


Back at the ploughing, Thorne was thinking so much about his brother that he nearly ignored the tingle that went along his spine and raised the hairs at the back of his neck. If he had been thinking at all he might have reacted more slowly when the shot zitted past his head and there would be nothing else to tell. But his body was wiser than its owner, and he flung away and to the other side of the ox before he even knew what he was doing. As he moved swiftly away from the spot in which he had been standing barely a second before, his hands reached for the guns that should have been at his side, handles turned outwards for ease of use. Nothing: his fingers encountered only empty air.


His instincts had not betrayed him. Even as he ran he heard the sound of another bullet buzzing past his head like some demented insect. The boots that had carried him away were clumsy compared to those he had used when exercising his previous profession. Even so he moved with a swiftness and grace that belied the plodding of just a moment before.


The mountain of flesh beside him did not prove to be the safe haven it might have promised. Buddy gave a loud bellow, expelled a lot of air out of his lungs and keeled over in the direction of the man whose life he had inadvertently saved. The big yoke, the blade of the plough and most of all the potentially bone-crushing weight of the animal all began to come down upon him. He was saved once more by his reactions, and without thinking he managed to roll out of the way of the dying animal and somehow avoided being caught by the metal blade that could have sliced into his legs.


He was still on the ground, covered in fresh, damp soil when he saw the light fade out of the eyes of the animal. Thorne was not a sentimental man, he could not afford to be given his previous profession, but when he saw a harmless animal die, having taken a bullet for him, he felt the old fury rise inside him.


But he could not afford to lie in the field. Merely by changing vantage point, the killer in the woods beyond would be able to get an angle on the body of his or her prey, namely the ex-bounty hunter who was lying there covered in the mud he had helped to create.


Thorne was not stupid enough to get to his feet immediately. Instead he rolled over until he was beside the main body of the plough, the wooden structure at least offering a token defence, heaved to his feet and began to run towards the edge of the field. This time another shot kicked up some dirt at his feet and it began to seem obvious that the would-be killer was going to get his man.


Thorne was not a willing victim. He was used to calculating probabilities. He kept his narrow body from being an obvious target by running in a low crouch, keeping his head down and zig-zagging as he moved, all of these factors meaning that he was harder to hit.


He was heading for a spot the killer might not know existed. This was an irrigation ditch that ran all the way along the side of the field so that decent amounts of water could be channelled to the crops. The ditch was about four feet deep, and so placed that it was hard to see along the line of the field. In effect, what happened next from the would-be killer’s point of view was that his intended victim disappeared as if swallowed by thin air.


Thorne did not bother with thoughts of bullets now, the ditch was half-full of water and for a moment he was face downwards with the muddy liquid filling his nose, mouth and ears. Channelled in from the Mighty Colorado, the water was surprisingly cold and he felt what little air was left in his lungs leave with a whoosh. In that moment it crossed his mind that there would be a terrible irony in drowning somewhere in Arizona in a few feet of water, considering it was supposed to be one of the driest territories on record.


He solved the problem by turning over on to his back and taking in a great lungful of air. If the would-be killer was coming to get him, the former gunman was in real trouble. He could only hope that the attacker still clung to the hope of remaining unidentified, or would think that he had actually succeeded in plugging his victim. To the killer’s eyes it would certainly look that way; some of the bullets had been terribly close.


He decided to remain where he was for a few minutes, purely to make sure that he was not being shot at. Or at least that was his thought on the matter before he saw a dark figure looming over the side of the ditch. Thorne was still not finished; as soon as he saw that he was in the presence of another human being he snaked out a sinewy arm and gave a great heave. The figure tried to keep its balance, but slid down the banking and landed beside the waterlogged farmer.


Thorne grabbed the figure by the front of his jerkin and was about to unleash a flurry of blows on the upturned face of the man who had landed beside him when he heard an anguished cry.


‘Boss, what is it? It’s me, Brand, heard some shots, dropped what I was doin’ to get here.’


Most men have the advantage of two eyes; Thorne’s one remaining uncovered orb cleared and he saw that he was indeed looking at his younger companion. He grunted and let go of the garment he was still holding.


‘About time too,’ he grunted. ‘Come on, let’s get out of this here watery haven, I’m getting a mite chilly.’









Chapter Two


 


The two men hastened to the side of the field that led to the homestead. There was sparse shelter here and Thorne took hold of Brand by the arm, leading him towards the deeper undergrowth further along.


‘Boss, you’re in a state,’ said Brand, shaking the head of thick dark hair that he had inherited from the Red Indian side of his family. He was known as Firebrand to his own people, but when Thorne employed the half-breed he knew that such a name would not endear him to the people of the town so he had it shortened to the less threatening one his companion now used.


‘Brand, you aren’t such a pretty sight yourself, but at least you’re armed. I just hope the water didn’t affect your gun. A wash-and-brush-up can wait, considering I’ve just been shot at. Close thing too. Wonder they didn’t fire in your direction.’


Together they walked around the edge of the field keeping concealed behind the bushes and pinion trees. It wasn’t much in the way of concealment but they were both experienced at hiding – Thorne for professional purposes, and Brand because he was part Indian and had trained well in getting away from hostile parties of either race. Both whites and Indians had been against him in his time.


It didn’t take them long to get to the other side. By that time Brand was holding his gun, but he handed something to Thorne that he took from a concealed leather sheath in the side of his boot. It was a black-handled knife with a blade that had a wicked gleam to it, showing that it was kept razor-sharp. The former bounty hunter had a bump of location that could track a shot to within inches so when the pair jumped forward he was certain they were on target. It was a pity, then, that the target turned out to be a clump of flattened goose-grass between two stout trees.


‘Looks as though he wanted to get you, ran as soon as he didn’t.’


‘Shush.’ Thorne held up a slim hand, and they both heard the sound of hoofs pounding away in the distance.


The ex-gunman was nothing if not thorough. He knew they would never have time to get out to the stony path that ran past the farm and see whom the horseman was, so he concentrated instead on the area around where they stood. It was surprising how clumsy people could be when they were in a hurry, but he found nothing.


‘Come on,’ he said, ‘we’ll keep a lookout when we come back.’


‘Why, what’s happening?’


‘We’ve got a job to do.’


Together they went back to the farmhouse, where it took him less than ten minutes to get changed, putting an old tunic over his fresh clothes. He would let his muddy clothes dry then get a stiff brush and give them a thorough going over, which would take out the dried soil in the form of a brown dust. In the meantime he fetched a couple of knives that looked like the big brothers of the one owned by Brand, and returned to the field accompanied by his companion.


The Indian understood straight away what it was they had to do. Stripping the hide off a carcass the size of the ox was not the hardest job when you knew what you were doing. They simply took the plough away from his inert body then began to work together, pulling the corpse this way and that in unison as they completed the task.


Then they cut up the animal. There was a lot of meat on a creature the size of Buddy, and Thorne, who was a practical man, didn’t intend to waste any. They had a smokehouse at the farm – a brick building with narrow slits at the top on either side to let out some of the excess build-up of heat. It had a door that was simply a rectangular piece of metal held in place by a bar across the front.


Luckily they had plenty of fuel because they had been stocking up for the winter months when the nights in the desert valley could be surprisingly bitter, and it wasn’t long before the meat was bathed in wood-smoke. Once cooked for a few hours it would be salted down in sealed barrels and would last for months.


They stretched out the hide, treated it and pegged it down. Nothing went to waste in the world of farming. It would be used for making garments.


All the time they were working the older man and his younger friend kept a lookout for possible intruders. Taking no chances, Thorne wore his gun belt, which fitted him as comfortably as an old glove. At last they were satisfied with their work and went back to the homestead. They went into the building where they discovered that they were both famished. Brand automatically took on the role of cooking the beans and pork that they were going to eat for their dinner. He was a paid hand, the only one on the twenty acres, but he was one more than Frank, who had preferred being here alone after the death of his wife and child.


‘Well,’ said Thorne, ‘guess this means a trip into town tomorrow to buy a new ox. Shame really, I figured we wouldn’t be eating old Buddy for a while yet. You stay here, Brand, and if there’s any trouble shoot first and ask questions later.’


That was when they both heard the noise at the kitchen door, behind which they both stood. Thorne did not hesitate, but drew out his gun and threw the door open with his left hand, ready to defend what was his to the death if necessary.


Instead of some murderous intruder intent on taking his life, he found he was pointing his weapon at a young woman and two little girls. The three of them looked as startled as he felt.









Chapter Three


 


‘Can I help you?’ Asked Thorne lamely.


‘Perhaps you can Mr Thorne,’ said the woman. ‘I’m Agnes Greene and these are my girls, Sophie and Lauren. Can I speak to you please? In private.’ She looked pointedly at the other man, who gave a quick nod of his dark head and went off with his plate into another part of the building. ‘Girls, I want you to do me a favour,’ said their mother. ‘Go and play over there on the straw, just don’t get yourselves dirty, and keep in sight.’ The two girls, pretty little things both under seven years old, with blonde hair like their mother and chubby little bodies, did as they were asked and the distant sounds of their laughter soon filled the air. ‘You know who I am,’ she said, ‘so I won’t bother with any introductions.’


‘We met at my brother’s funeral if I remember correctly,’ said Jubal. ‘Would you come in? There’s hot food and coffee.’


‘We met again if you remember, at Donald’s funeral, just last week.’ Agnes Greene suddenly burst into tears and wiped her face with a cotton handkerchief removed from her sleeve. He had a feeling she had been crying a lot.


‘Come in.’


‘No, I have to keep an eye on the girls.’


‘That was a bad business, a terrible accident.’ He shook his head. ‘To lose his life down a ravine like that.’


‘He was killed,’ said Agnes bluntly. She was in her late twenties, and quite pretty but there was an air of sadness about her, mixed with determination that she would be heard.


‘I’m not sure if I know what to say.’


‘I’m saying it all. He was killed, deliberately, by a person or people unknown and I’m still grieving.’


‘Listen, if its money, I can help you out a little. We farming folk have to stick together.’


‘It’s nothing to do with money. We’re not rich, but we’ll get by. It’s about justice. My husband was murdered and I want to find his killer and see him hanged. The Bible says an eye for an eye.’ She burst into tears again.


While keeping a discreet silence as she wiped her face, Thorne thought over what was supposed to have happened. Donald Greene had been riding home when his horse, it was said, had stumbled and pitched him into a ravine just outside the valley called Dead Man’s Ravine. Ironic really, but of course no one dared say it. His wife had been expecting him and when he hadn’t turned up, she had ridden out to meet him and found the body. It seemed as common an accident as any. People were killed quite often in this uneven territory in this kind of incident, taking their steeds for granted. In her grief, it seemed she would not accept what had really happened.


‘So who do you think could have been responsible for such a thing?’ he asked.


‘First of all, I want to ask you a question. What are you?’


‘I don’t know how to answer that question,’ he said, taken a little aback by her directness. When he had first met Agnes she had seemed a pretty but mousy little thing, a woman of little substance, now she turned out to have the fierce qualities of a real pioneer woman.


‘I’ve heard the stories,’ she said. ‘I know that you’ve been a man who has faced danger. Most people turn and run at the first sign of trouble, but not you. You’ve stood up to the bad men and you’ve come through. Would you stand up for me? I’ve got some money if that’s what you need, our savings.’


‘You haven’t answered my question. Who would have done this?’


‘I don’t know really. What about Jackson Earl? How’s about those thugs who lounge about and act as if they own the place, led by that oaf Bug Lannigan? Then there’s that creepy undertaker Pate Hardin. He makes my skin crawl and not just because of his profession, and he’s in with the mayor, and owner of the town, who’s also Earl. Finally – and I mean this – there’s that Morton Bradley, who treated me as if I was insane when I told him I thought Donald was much too good a rider to fall down a ravine like that. He, Bradley, dismissed the whole thing. I helped lay out the body, I used to be a nurse. I’m telling you, some of those injuries were of a man who was beaten up before going down there.’


Privately Thorne considered that Bradley, the sheriff, might be quite right, that he was dealing with a faintly unhinged woman who would just not accept that her husband had died in an accident caused by inattention and riding too fast, but he did not want to distress her any further.


‘Ma’am, I would love to help you,’ he said, ‘but as far as I can see you don’t have a scrap of evidence against anyone. There’s another factor you haven’t taken into account. I’ve led a colourful life; I won’t hesitate to admit that truth. I’ve even killed a few men in my time; I won’t deny that fact either. But I saw what happened to my brother. How he built up this business from scratch. I took over because if I didn’t all this would be lost. ’Sides a man gets tired of being on the trail, and the heat and the killing. I’m settled here, and I don’t want to rile a whole town against me.’


‘In other words you’re not going to help me,’ she said flatly, her green eyes searching his one exposed orb for confirmation.


‘I never said that.’


‘But that’s what you meant, and as for your little speech, it sounds to me as if you’re spending a mighty long time convincing yourself that what you’ve done is OK, but you’re a restless man Mr Thorne, and that restlessness will win, you’ll see.’ She backed away from the door.


‘Wait, where are you going?’


‘It’s all business,’ she said. ‘Wait until they come knocking on your door and try and take it all away from you. Just one more thing – Donald was under pressure to sell the farm to unspecified buyers through that slippery lawyer, Spendlow. Those buyers want our land.’


‘Wait, come on and talk.’


‘No, you’ve made up your mind. I’ll fight my own cause now. Come on girls,’ she called across the yard, gathering her children and marching off to where her buggy and pair waited outside the yard. Thorne watched her go and shook his head as he went back inside and took up his now cold meal.
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