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Lonely is the Hunter


Outlaw Caleb Ollinger has no idea how much outrage he will stir after stopping off in the New Mexico town of Carrizozo. A few drinks and a game of poker suddenly turn into a double killing – the gambler who has been caught cheating matters little – but an innocent boy plowed down by Ollinger was the son of New Mexico’s territorial governor.


Bounty hunter Chance Newcombe is hired to bring the killer in, but the loner has an ulterior motive. Chance attempts to lure Caleb’s brother, Pake, into the picture, under the pretense that they will be rescuing the wayward kid. Chance comes across an old comrade at a relay station who is also after Caleb, so as to secure an amnesty granted by the governor which wipes out his past crimes. Bullets are bound to fly when the disparate protagonists finally meet up at the Hanging Tree.
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ONE


FROM BAD …


Hats pulled low to shade out the searing heat, the three men plodded across the bleak undulating terrain known as the White Sands. Only the hardiest were able to survive in this vast empty wilderness of southern New Mexico. Proof of this was evident all around where the bleached bones of animals unable to find sustenance littered the harsh landscape.


Not even the resilient cactus could survive. Occasional clumps of mesquite and the ubiquitous yucca were a welcome relief from the rolling banks of endless sand dominating the monotonous landscape.


Any association with easy riding had long since faded into oblivion. For here the relentless intensity of the fire-breathing sun dragon was incessant. This was a journey no man undertook lightly. An unremitting slog. Plod, plod, plodding ever onward while sucking in hot air that scoured their raw throats. Had the travellers recognized the brutal reality on which they were engaged, common sense would surely have prevailed and they would have taken a different route.


But these men had embarked upon their journey while suffering from the effects of an over-indulgence of tequila. Turning back was not an option. It was too late for that anyway. Only now was the bleak significance of their enforced departure beginning to dawn.


‘How much farther?’ grunted one of the outlaws, barely above a croak.


There was no reply. Perhaps because none of them had the answer. The query was not repeated as the men trudged onward.


As the name implied, from a distance this unique landscape gave off the appearance of sand. In actuality it was pure gypsum, and even more exacting to traverse than a regular desert. Pure white reflected the full power of the sun. A blinding torment that required the travellers to hide their faces, making navigation a matter of pure luck. It was also exceedingly tough on the horses, which kept sinking into the soft powder. As a result the men had to walk them at regular intervals.


They had left the small settlement of Elephant Butte three days before under a disparaging cloud. Yet the sky overhead had remained a deep azure. The owner of the cantina had objected to their leader taking advantage of his daughter. The girl’s screams behind the cantina had attracted the attention and anger of the dominant Mexican community.


Only by the skin of their teeth had Caleb Ollinger and his two buddies escaped unscathed. Without thought they had loosed off a hail of bullets to deter the irate citizens from pursuit as they rode off into the desert. Luckily none had bitten into soft flesh. Unless, that is, you counted a stray dog that had found itself on the wrong side of the dusty single street.


Indeed no pursuit would have been forthcoming as the canny Mexicans were well aware of the danger posed by the Sands. They were satisfied that nature would exact a fitting penalty on their behalf.


And after three days it appeared that the good ciudadanos of Elephant Butte would have their wish. Heads were drooping in communion with those of their lethargic mounts. The last of the water had been used up that morning. Desperation was scrawled across ashen features. Only a weariness induced by their desperate predicament prevented vehement condemnation of Ollinger’s rash action. Yet still the oldest of the trio, Shifty Simms, felt it necessary to voice their disgruntlement.


‘Why in tarnation couldn’t you keep your hands to yourself, Caleb?’ he grumbled through swollen lips and a dried out mouth. ‘Now you’ve gotten us into a right mess.’


‘Pake ain’t gonna like it,’ muttered the third man shaking his bony head. ‘He’s expecting us in Roswell next week.’ Delta Jack had not yet come round to the notion that without water their chances of meeting up with the gang boss, and elder brother to Caleb, were decidedly slim. Their hurried departure from Elephant Butte had meant they were only carrying basic provisions. And those were now all but used up.


‘D’yuh think I don’t know that, lunkhead?’ Caleb snapped back, trying to make excuses for his indiscretions. ‘How was I to know those turkeys would kick up such a fuss over some greaser gal?’


Muttered imprecations followed. But Caleb’s sidekicks figured it wise to remain silent. The kid’s edgy gun hand was liable to grab hardware if pushed to the limit of his irascible temper. The outlaws were too exhausted anyway to quibble. The damage had been done, and now they would all pay the price. Gritting their teeth, all they could do was trudge onward following a northeasterly course and pray for a guardian angel to put an end to their plight.


Three months before, the Ollinger gang had split up until the heat died down following their last highly successful raid. No problems had been encountered at the Flagstaff bank, which had been robbed of a month’s takings. Unless you counted a dead bank teller shot down by the younger Ollinger.


Unbeknown to the outlaws, their haul included an army payroll that made for a substantial bonus. After dividing up the take, Pake Ollinger and a half-breed Cheyenne sporting the odd handle of Ten Sleep had gone north into Colorado. Nobody knew his real name. It was Pake who gave him the label due to the breed’s penchant for nodding off in the saddle. Ten hours communing with the Great Spirit was not uncommon.


Caleb and his two pals had headed for Mexico where the senoritas were more willing and the booze a sight cheaper. Tequila was Caleb’s favourite tipple.


But money in the hands of outlaws is soon frittered away. Saving for a rainy day played no part in their scheme of how life should be played out. In the owlhooter land of their dreams, the sun always shone.


In consequence, Caleb had received a letter from his brother while sojourning in Santa Ana’s finest hotel. Pake’s instruction was for the gang to meet up in Roswell. Only then did Caleb realize that funds were substantially depleted. A quick count revealed only fifty bucks left. Following a consultation with his two buddies, it was found that Shifty Simms and Delta Jack were no better off.


So heading back up north into New Mexico was adjudged to be an unwelcome but necessary chore. That didn’t stop the trio having some fun on the way though. Unfortunately, things had gotten out of hand in Elephant Butte. So here they were, tramping across this godforsaken wilderness with every chance they would not make Carrizozo on the far side.


‘I’d give my cut of the next heist for a single canteen of water,’ mumbled Delta Jack to nobody in particular. The others made no effort to take him up on the suggestion. They were all of a like mind.


But Lady Luck was about to step in with a helping hand.


It was the lead horse that smelt water. The roan’s head lifted. It snickered, turning towards the source. Caleb immediately picked up on his mount’s twitching ears.


‘Well it’s a good job you’ve spent it all.’ His upbeat tone found the others lifting their bowed heads. ‘Looks like the roan is trying to tell us something, ain’t you gal?’ the young tough burbled. A thick leathery tongue hindered his garbled croak. The animal’s response was a hoarse yet buoyant whinny.


So he let the cayuse have its head. The re-energized horse picked up its pace to a shambling trot. No more than a hundred yards distant was a low outcropping of rock that protruded from the otherwise monotonous white carpet. They circled around to the far side.


And there it was, emerging from a crack in the rock wall. The rays of the afternoon sun caused it to glint like a cluster of diamonds. No more than a thin trickle, it was the nectar of the gods where thirsty men were concerned.


The outlaws hurriedly dismounted and threw themselves into the shallow pool at the base of the cliff. After slaking their thirst, they lay back on the sand, gasping for breath yet exhilarated. The horses needed no persuasion to fill their own bellies. Nobody moved for a long five minutes while the life-giving elixir coursed through their dehydrated bodies.


No dissent was voiced when Delta Jack proposed they make camp beside the pool. The water enabled a pot of strong coffee to be brewed. Celebration at their good fortune was further enhanced by the last of the finest hand-rolled Havana cigars. As for food, sticks of beef jerky would have to suffice until they reached civilization. Exhaustion soon claimed the bodies of the three owlhoots.


For the first time since entering the brutal wilderness of the White Sands they were all able to adopt the guise of the absent Ten Sleep. On previous nights, Caleb in particular had admitted suffering from nightmarish visions of being pecked clean by scavenging buzzards. No such problems during this night.


Yet it was one such predator that awoke them the next morning. The lone bird was circling overhead clearly assuming a hearty breakfast had come its way. Caleb snarled out a rabid curse and loosed off a couple of bullets at the startled creature. It flapped away in terror having lost a handful of feathers that drifted down to earth on the early morning thermals.




TWO


… TO WORSE


And so after five weary days, the notorious White Sands was finally left behind. Carrizozo was the first town on the far side. The cluster of wooden buildings had grown from a tented settlement of traders into a prosperous enclave due to its location on a crossroads. From here, trails radiated to the four points of the compass.


The Capitan saloon was their first port of call. One of half a dozen catering to the thirst quenching needs of passing travellers. Slapping the dust from trail-smeared duds, Caleb Ollinger led his buddies into the cool interior of the drinking den. Beers were ordered and downed in single draughts.


‘Set ’em up again, bartender,’ Ollinger ordered. ‘Our mouths feel like they’ve been scoured out with sandpaper. And that ain’t far from the truth.’


‘You boys come over the White?’ enquired Smiler Vaughn.


Caleb nodded, stroking the froth from his mouth.


‘Never again,’ butted in Shifty Simms. ‘Hell and the Devil must be a paradise compared to that nightmare.’


‘We only managed to cross safely because of a spring we found,’ added Delta Jack.


‘That must be Hondo Well,’ Smiler informed them, effecting his cheery soubriquet. ‘It was dubbed that by the guy who discovered it. You boys were lucky to have found it. Didn’t you take along enough water for the crossing?’


‘We had to leave …’ Jack was about to blurt out the truth of their hurried departure from Elephant Butte when a sharp toe jab on his leg from Ollinger cut short the careless outburst.


The kid speared his buddy with a malevolent glower. ‘What my partner meant to say was that we found ourselves lost in the dark …’


Simms jumped in to pick up the thread. ‘… And before we knew it, the Sands had swallowed us up. Wandered around for days. But thankfully we made it across.’ He then quickly changed the subject. ‘Is there a poker game running at the moment? I feel like some action after trudging through all that white stuff.’


Vaughn slung a thumb towards a natty dude sitting in the corner who was idly playing patience. ‘Black Spot is your man. He’s our house dealer. And it looks like he’s free.’


The gambler was wearing a grey derby. Beneath it sat an elegant waxed moustache, which the guy constantly twirled. Stuck in the hatband was an ace of clubs advertising his credentials. A yellow silk vest and brown checked pants effectively contributed to the gambler’s persona.


The three men sat down at the table. Caleb slapped down the last of his dough. ‘You ready to add to my pile, fella?’ he sneered. As far as Caleb Ollinger was concerned, card wielders were a breed no better than the dirt on his boot heel. ‘Cos we’re feeling lucky, ain’t we boys?’


The other two sniggered, dutifully setting down their own meagre wedge of dough.


‘Always ready to oblige, boys,’ the gambler replied. A frosty grin was pasted to his lean features as he quickly assessed these no-account drifters. Lowlifes who figured they could take him to the cleaners. But the wily gambler had their measure. ‘Black Spot’s the name, poker’s my game,’ he announced breezily while deft hands shuffled the pasteboards.


‘Just deal the cards, smart ass,’ snapped Caleb. ‘And make sure there ain’t no tricks pulled while you’re at it.’


The gambler’s face assumed a resentful demeanour. ‘We always play an honest game in the Capitan. You gonna play or not?’


Caleb’s snappy gesture of irritation saw the gambler flicking out the pasteboards.


The game progressed with both parties making little headway on the pot, although it soon became evident that Delta Jack and Shifty Simms were losing steadily. After a half hour, with only a few dollars left, they both quit leaving Caleb the only one smiling. His pot had doubled. ‘You guys need to take lessons from a master.’ He aimed a cocky smirk at the gambler. ‘Ain’t that the case, Mr Black Spot?’


‘You sure seem to know your way around a deck of cards, fella. Are you up to us raising the stakes?’ A supercilious twist of the lip challenged this upstart to defend his showy bravado.


Caleb’s arrogant sneer gave the gambler his expected answer. ‘Why not? No limit, winner takes all. That OK with you?’


‘That’s my kinda thinking. So long as you don’t mind losing.’


‘We’ll see who’s gonna be laughing soon enough,’ retorted the young braggart. He handed a wad of notes to Simms. ‘You fellas go stock up on provisions while I skin this dude.’


Black Spot maintained a classic deadpan expression giving nothing away. As the two-handed game progressed, he allowed Caleb to win steadily. Then, an hour later, he made his play. Simms and Delta Jack had returned to the saloon just in time to observe the final play.


Caleb had bet his entire holding on this last hand. He called the gambler and laid down his cards. ‘Beat that, mister. A full house, kings on jacks.’ Clutching hands reached out to draw in the hefty pot, which by that time amounted to over 500 smackers. Only luck and the Devil could beat a hand like that. Greedy peepers fastened onto all that lovely dough.


Black Spot had timed his broadcast to perfection. ‘Last I heard four of a kind beats your hand.’ He laid down the quartet of queens. ‘That means the house wins.’ Now it was the gambler’s turn to claw in the loot. ‘Sorry, fella, you lost.’ Spot’s twisted grimace indicated that regret played no part in the outcome.


Just like his brother, Caleb Ollinger was a poor loser. His youthful features contorted. Eyes akin to red coals of fire glittered with menace. ‘That ain’t possible, Spotty. I saw that queen of hearts earlier in the game. You’re a dirty cheating four-flusher.’ For a brief instant nobody moved. You could hear a pin drop in the Capitan.


It was Caleb who broke the spell. His chair fell back as he grabbed for the revolver strapped to his right thigh.


The gambler was caught betwixt a rock and a hard place. He had no time to draw the pistol stuck in his vest pocket. A Colt .45 slug punched him back. A second made certain the guy had dealt his final hand. In moments, the saloon was in uproar as the three outlaws backed towards the front door. ‘Anyone moves a muscle and it’s the last time he ever will,’ snarled Caleb, brandishing the shiny nickel-plated revolver.


Delta Jack and Shifty waved their own hardware to emphasize their intention to leave unmolested. But not without Caleb’s alleged winnings. The kid scooped up the pot and stuffed it into the pocket of his fleece coat. Once outside on the street, they made sure that the saloon’s clientele kept their heads down. A flurry of shots smashed through the front window. ‘OK boys, reckon it’s time we quit this berg.’


‘Don’t you think this is becoming kind of a bad habit, Caleb?’ Simms grumbled as they mounted up.


‘Quit your griping, Shifty,’ the young tough admonished his sidekick. ‘This sort of thing is what makes life exciting.’


The stocky bandit was a good fifteen years older than his headstrong young associate. In his glory days, Shifty Simms had been every bit as wild and carefree as Ollinger. But age had made him much more prudent, which included salting away a substantial part of his ill-gotten gains in a Santa Fe bank. One that was especially well guarded against the depredations of other guys in his profession.


His prime aim was to enjoy an early retirement before either hot lead or the law stepped in to sink his ambitions. Another year on the owlhooter trail should see him set up for life. Caleb’s reckless bravado, however, was putting his plans in serious jeopardy. For now, however, it was yet another hurried exit that could easily have been avoided.


The younger Ollinger was totally oblivious to his older sidekick’s reservations. His eyes glittered with something close to lunacy. He actually seemed to be enjoying life on a knife-edge. It was all part of the buzz when you were young and happy-go-lucky. Shifty could readily understand that. But it was no consolation for a guy of forty who knew he was living on borrowed time. Most road agents never reached anything near that.


‘Ain’t I right, Delta?’ Caleb’s leery grin received a burbled response.


‘What’s that you’re saying, boss?’ The slow-witted Jack was lost for words. All he wanted at that moment was to quit Carrizozo with his skin intact.


The three outlaws dug in their spurs and hurtled off up the street. Folks were scattered left and right as the reckless trio hammered up the middle of the street. So intent were they to escape retribution they failed to heed a young boy of around eight years who came dashing out of a side alley. He was chasing after a ball.


‘Shooting up towns and getting the better of no-account tinhorns is all part of the fun.’ Caleb’s attention had switched to his sidekick rather than the way ahead.


It was Shifty who saw the imminent danger immediately ahead. ‘Watch out for that kid!’ he called out swerving his own mount to one side.


But Caleb merely laughed and ploughed onward. His mind was still preening over getting one over that cheating Black Spot. Before any of them knew what was happening the boy had been trampled under the pounding hoofs of the outlaw’s horse. The boy didn’t stand a chance. Simms chanced a look over his shoulder. The splayed out torso lay in the dust, unmoving.


‘Goddamn it, Caleb!’ he yammered out. ‘Now you’ve done shot our bolt. Killing a tinhorn gambler is one thing, but a kid …’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘Them folks are gonna be mad as a nest of hornets.’


‘I-I didn’t see him,’ whined the outlaw trying to play down his reckless act. ‘The darned fool kid should have looked where he was going. It was a pure accident. Could have happened to any one of us. What d’you say, Delta?’
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