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Hunting Harker


 


When Ollie Harker’s wagon fails to arrive at Logjam Creek, his employer, J.B. Cookson, hires Tom Parry and Durango Finch to find it. It appears that Harker has been killed by hostile Indians, but when a murder in the town is linked to him, Harker’s mission is revealed to be something more than a routine freighting operation.


The trail leads Parry and Finch to an illegal whiskey-running operation in which Monson, Logjam Creek’s saloon owner, is implicated. But getting proof of this is both difficult and dangerous, and the two hunters find themselves in deep peril when they come up against a ruthless gang of moonshiners.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


It was the third day of the search for Ollie Harker when Tom Parry found the tracks that he suspected were caused by the missing man’s wagon. His elation turned to apprehension however when, seconds later, he saw the carefully regulated puffs of white smoke rising against the clear blue sky. He had almost forgotten that his current job contained no small element of danger. Checking his strawberry roan horse, he stood in the stirrups and looked around before waving his hat to attract the attention of two approaching riders, who were followed by a pack mule.


One of the pair, a wiry little middle-aged man with a short grey beard, took his eyes from the smoke as though it was inconsequential, turned in the saddle and spoke to his companion:


‘Looks like young Tom has found something.’


‘I’m not wishing him any harm,’ his companion replied, ‘but if it’s what’s left of Ollie Harker I won’t complain. I’m past the stage where I enjoy riding about where I might meet people who want to kill me.’


The speaker was in his late thirties, powerfully built, better dressed than his companions and sporting a pair of Smith & Wesson .44s with forward-pointing butts high on his hips. His face, with its drooping black moustache, was that of a man who seldom smiled. His clothes were new and almost clean, as were his highly polished expensive black boots. He sat in a silver-mounted saddle on a well-bred black horse. Hired guns made good money and Durango Finch was determined to enjoy life’s luxuries while he lived. A realist by nature, he had serious doubts about reaching old age. He might not recognize the man who shot faster and straighter until it was too late.


‘By the look of that smoke,’ he told Joe Murchison, ‘we might not have too many friends around here. I hope Parry’s found something important.’


‘Anything’s better than nuthin’,’ the little man muttered. He set his bay mare cantering towards where Parry was waiting.


Finch watched the smoke for a second or two and sincerely hoped that the search was coming to an end. He did not share the eagerness of his two companions. If trouble was coming he would not shy away from it but he was in no hurry to be risking his life. With an air of resignation he turned his horse and followed Murchison. Parry was pointing ahead when the others arrived.


‘I reckon those are the tracks of Harker’s wagon. They’re weeks old but wheels leave prints that stay for months. You can see where they went through that long grass over there. If we head in that direction we’re sure to find more sign.’


‘What if we find Indians instead?’ Durango asked. His mind was still on the signal smoke. The tracks were harmless but his well-developed sense of self-preservation and his gut instinct told him there was danger in the smoke.


‘That’s where you start earning your money,’ Murchison told him bluntly. He was not particularly sure that he liked Durango.


‘J.B. Cookson seems to think you’re a one-man army. If you’re half as good as folks say a few Indians won’t worry us.’


‘Any man with a gun who might want to kill me sure worries me, Murchison. A lucky shot can kill you just as quick as a carefully aimed one. What if these tracks lead us into an ambush?’


‘That’s why Tom is here. He has to make sure that doesn’t happen. Don’t be fooled by his age, he’s a good tracker; he knows this country and he knows Indians – and more than a few of their tricks.’


‘That leaves you,’ Durango said. ‘What are you good at?’


Murchison glared briefly at the questioner before replying sharply to what he considered an impertinent question.


‘I’m mighty good at looking after J.B.’s interests. I was his wagon master for twenty years and I know his likes and dislikes. He’s built a big freight-hauling business but lately he’s got a mite peeved since someone stole Harker’s wagon and probably killed poor old Ollie at the same time.’


The gunfighter frowned. ‘I still don’t see what was so special that he couldn’t leave this problem to the law or the army.’


‘J.B. ain’t like that. A lawman might come through here every six months or so but it’s only for appearances’ sake, and the army are tied up chasing hostile Indians. J.B. looks after his own. But this wagon wasn’t carrying freight. It was bringing office records to that new base he is setting up at Logjam Creek. Can’t see much sense in all that paper stuff myself but J.B. reckons you can’t run a good business without it. He figures it’s important and he wants it found nearly as much as he wants to find Harker.’


‘I wouldn’t be too hopeful about that paperwork.’ Parry joined the conversation. ‘Chances are some Cheyenne squaw is using Cookson’s books to start fires. I reckon the most important thing is what happened to Harker. He’s driven over the trails around here for years. He wouldn’t get lost or take a wrong turn but these tracks are miles off the proper trail. From what we know of him he’s hardly likely to steal a wagon and team, so it figures that something unusual has happened.’


‘I can’t understand why he didn’t stay with the wagon train,’ Durango said. ‘Going off on your own when the Cheyenne are on the prod doesn’t sound to me like a real smart idea.’


‘He travelled most of the way with the other wagons,’ Murchison explained, ‘but they were headed for Oregon so he had to leave the main overland trail. He had a good mule team that was lightly loaded and J.B. wanted the records as quick as possible. It was an easy two-day drive to Logjam Creek so he went alone. Most of our drivers have done the same thing with no problems. He was not to know that the Cheyennes were off the reservation.’


‘Neither did I when I took this job,’ Durango muttered ruefully. From his Civil War service to the present he had seen plenty of hot lead directed his way but he had never fought Indians. He was basically a townsman whose western battlefields had been mostly in saloons or town streets. He had survived because of his shooting ability, a cautious nature and a reluctance to go into fights where he did not know the odds against him.


‘Do you reckon that signal smoke was about us?’ he asked Parry.


‘I don’t rightly know. It is usually a signal arranged in advance. We might have been spotted but it could just be a sign to bring other war parties together. That’s the worrying bit. It shows there are more than one bunch of troublesome Indians around here somewhere.’


Murchison growled. ‘Don’t worry too much about Indians. Just in case you might be thinking that we ought to turn back, we ain’t getting paid to be spooked by the first sign of trouble. We go on until we find that wagon or the situation gets too dangerous. This ain’t a suicide trip but we need to have something to tell J.B. If things get too serious we won’t hang around. But I’ll do the deciding about when we run.’


‘Fair enough,’ Durango agreed, although the tone of his voice implied that his agreement could be conditional.


Parry made no comment but wondered if Durango might be starting to lose his nerve. He was a little surprised that a man of such a reputation should already be anxious about the task before them. The gunman had not previously shown anxiety about the prospect of an Indian fight. Now that it was a real possibility he appeared to be having second thoughts.


It was also possible that Durango might have unknowingly invited what could be serious trouble. Though he said nothing, Parry knew that the gunman’s silver hatband and silver-mounted saddle were likely to glint in the bright sunlight and catch the eyes of Indian scouts. Such advertising made his own job harder but he was determined to do his part. Now he would take charge for a while.


‘I’ll go ahead and read the tracks,’ he told the other two men. ‘Follow about a hundred paces behind. But keep your eyes peeled. That open country looks flat but there are dips in the ground where you could hide a whole troop of cavalry – and those trees on the slopes over there could hide a mighty big war party.’


If the older men had any objections to his plan he did not hear them as he set spurs to the roan and cantered away. When he considered that he was the required distance in front he slowed his mount to its usual fast walk.


Ahead lay the long grassy plain but on their left, about half a mile away, was a range of cedar- and pine-covered hills. The hill from where they had seen the signal was a fair way off along the same range. Parry hoped that the signallers had not seen them on account of the distance but he was aware that this could be dangerous wishful thinking. Until it proved otherwise he would assume that their presence had been observed and that those who had made the smoke probably had unfriendly intentions.


The grassland gave way to a wide expanse of red soil partially covered by sagebrush and, as expected, the wheelmarks of the wagon showed plainly. The bare earth also revealed the hoofprints of horses on both sides of the wagon tracks. Again Parry halted and read the signs as he waited for the others. When they joined him, he told them what he had learned.


‘Harker had company when he reached here. Looks like two riders on each side of the wagon – three unshod ponies, one shod American horse. Likely he could have been a prisoner or already dead. These characters probably ambushed him on the main trail and took him this way.’


‘Are we looking for a white man and three Indians?’ Murchison asked.


‘I don’t know. The shod horse could be a stolen one. It could be four Indians or it could be four white men. Lots of folks ride unshod ponies at times.’


‘Either way it don’t look too good for Harker,’ Durango growled.


With a growing feeling of impending danger they continued at a brisk walk, sitting alert in their saddles and casting apprehensive glances around them. A few minutes later Parry rode over a slight rise. In a small hollow beyond it he found the burnt remains of a wagon. Mostly it was a mass of blackened, charred timber. If it had not been for rusted iron tyres, a few metal fittings and the odd unburnt scrap of canvas, the mass of ash and charcoal would have been unrecognizable.


‘Looks like you found the wagon,’ Durango said as he rode to where the tracker was waiting. ‘The Cheyenne did a good job of destroying it.’


‘Too good a job,’ Parry murmured, half to himself. ‘Looks like someone kept pushing the pieces together to make sure it was really destroyed. Why would Indians do that?’


Murchison pushed his big mare to the front.


‘Wait here,’ he ordered. ‘I want a close look at this. Any papers will be well and truly gone but what’s left of Ollie is probably around here somewhere – might even be under these ashes.’


The wagon master dismounted when he reached the charred wreckage. He studied it closely, occasionally stirring up little black clouds as he walked through the cold ashes. A short while later he stopped and peered at the ground.


‘There’s tracks here,’ he called. ‘See what you make of them, Tom.’


As he urged his horse forward Parry saw what appeared to be wagon tracks beyond where the fire had been. He urged his horse closer and, by force of habit, he also did another check of their surroundings. He shifted his gaze to the mountains on their left just in time to see the tiny figures of horsemen emerging from the trees on the lower slopes. They were riding in single file and appeared to be in no hurry. Even at a distance there was something menacing about the riders and he felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck.


‘There’s Indians coming,’ he called to Murchison. ‘Looks like trouble.’


‘Trouble for them if they try anything,’ the wagon master growled. He had picked up a stick and, with great concentration, was prodding it among the ashes. Durango slid his Remington rifle from its saddle scabbard and flicked up the rear aperture sight. Suddenly his nervousness was gone.


‘Just say the word, Joe. I can pick off a couple when they come in to about three hundred yards. I won’t try any further away; I like to be sure of my shots.’


‘You’d best get on your horse, Joe,’ Parry called, more urgently now. ‘There’s trouble heading this way. Those Indians are not paying us a social call.’


‘I want more time to look around. Durango, see if you can hold them at long range. See what you make of these tracks, Tom.’


Parry rode to where he could see the tracks Murchison had discovered. Wind erosion had blurred the imprints of a white man’s boots but traces remained among the partially obscured hoofmarks around the site. At least one white man had been present. But could the track be that of the missing driver? Parry was curious too about what looked like wagon tracks showing on a patch of bare earth ahead. Why had the raiders backed the wagon into the hollow before they burned it?


Durango called from his vantage point.


‘Those Indians have stopped for some reason. They’re not coming into range, just riding back and forth watching us. Do you want me to try a shot? I can shoot close enough to scare someone.’


‘Just keep watching them but shoot if they come closer,’ Murchison ordered. He turned to Parry but that man was no longer interested in tracks.


‘Get on your horse, Joe,’ the younger man said urgently. ‘It’s time we got out of here.’


‘What do you mean? The Indians can’t hurt us from that far away and there’s only a handful of them. Durango is keeping a close eye on them.’


‘That’s what they want. While we are watching them you can bet that an ambush party has slipped past us into the trees over there. Those hostiles are just there to herd us into the trap. We have to go right now before they have a chance to get around us.’


‘I dunno . . .’ Murchison began, still not fully convinced.


‘I do. We have to get out right now. Get on your goldarned horse. It’s a trap.’


Frowning and doubtful, the wagon master mounted and reluctantly joined the others.


‘They’ll come out of the trees on our right when we make a run for it. They might be ahead of us or a bit behind us. We might have to shoot our way through them,’ Parry explained. ‘If you find yourself close to one with a bow, try to get on his right side. They don’t miss too often with arrows but it is harder for an Indian to get a good shot at you when he’s on a horse and you happen to be on his right. They like to chase on both sides – like they run buffalo. If their targets strike some obstacle ahead they have to turn to one side or another and that puts them closer to the hunters on that side.’


Durango returned his rifle to its saddle scabbard and drew a revolver. The others loosened their Colts in their holsters as they set spurs to their horses.


The watching braves set up a yell when they saw the white men galloping away. One fired a shot, more as a signal than an attempt to hit anyone. Then the pursuit began.


The pounding of their horses’ hoofs drowned out the distant war cries but a quick backward glance showed that the hunters had surged after the fleeing trio. Parry had been expecting that. It was a known fact that Indians would pursue anyone who fled from them. Now in full flight, the riders had to concentrate on where they were riding.


The ground they had ridden over previously was safe enough at a slow pace but at high speed the rough terrain could easily bring down a horse. Small obstacles and broken ground suddenly became hazards and the riders’ first priority was to steer the safest course. All of them remembered passing several prairie dog villages, which would bring down any horse that galloped into them. They had covered about half a mile when Durango shouted:


‘There they are – over on the right, just coming out of the trees.’ Checking his horse slightly, the gunman allowed the others to go ahead while he switched to the right side so that he would be closest to the hunters when both groups merged.


‘Stay close together and only shoot at those who get in front of us,’ he yelled. ‘I’ll take any on this side. Count your shots and don’t waste any. You might not get a chance to reload.’









CHAPTER TWO


 


Parry had no time to count them but he estimated that about twenty warriors were riding hard to intercept them. He had never subscribed to the notion that one white man could whip half a dozen Indians and he dared not consider what could happen in the next minute or two. He had to push all doubts to the back of his mind and think clearly.


The rattle of hoofs behind him suddenly registered on his consciousness. Surely none of the Cheyennes could be that close behind him? Alarmed, he glanced back and saw Murchison’s pack mule trying to keep up with them but his relief was short-lived because a quick sideways glance showed the war party converging at an angle that would bring about a collision between hunters and hunted.


A few warriors on the swiftest mounts had outrun their comrades. They yelled in triumph and brandished weapons as they guided their mounts closer. Urged on by rawhide quirts the Cheyennes’ ponies, with necks stretched and bellies close to the ground, were rapidly closing the distance.


Parry and Murchison now drew their guns, alert for riders who might evade Durango and get in front of them.


The gunman himself let his horse choose its own path while he studied the foremost riders. The nearest one was fitting an arrow to a bow when Durango took his first shot. The warrior would be shooting to his left, so the gunman had to get him before he could release the arrow. Though hastily aimed, the bullet knocked the brave from his pony and the arrow went up into the air as it was involuntarily released by the stricken man. Almost casually Durango fired again and picked off the next rider, who had narrowly missed him with a shot from a Sharps carbine.


He missed his third shot as the Cheyenne dropped down on his pony’s offside. The animal cut in front of Murchison’s horse, causing it to shy violently. Almost unseated, the angry wagon master wasted a shot at the tiny amount of his body that the warrior showed.


Parry chose an easier target and shot the horse as the attacker crossed his path. He was not sure where his bullet struck but the animal went down in a cloud of dust and threshing legs. Almost without breaking stride the roan horse hurdled the fallen pony. Parry caught a momentary glimpse of an upturned painted face as the horse landed clear of the frantically rolling brave.


Durango’s next shot sent another brave somersaulting backwards over his horse’s rump. Four men had paid the price for leaving their comrades too far behind. He looked for his next target but the warriors had reined in their eager ponies. They halted in a milling bunch, shouting angrily and firing the odd futile shot at the rapidly retreating white men.


‘We stopped ’em,’ Durango shouted in obvious relief. ‘They’re not game to take us on. I didn’t think they’d give up because of a few losses.’


‘It’s not a few losses to them,’ Parry explained. ‘They have a lot of trouble replacing braves who get killed. But don’t start celebrating too soon. They know there are only three of us. I think they’ll try again and next time they’ll be a lot smarter.’


Murchison glanced back over his shoulder. ‘They’re still just milling about back there. When Indians have got the odds on their side, they don’t give up this easy. I can’t figure out why they stopped.’
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