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ONE


He rode into Clayton City out of a black night swept by a wind as hot and dry as a blast from Hell, swaying in the saddle, the back of his torn shirt caked with dried blood.


A drunk staggering down the board steps from the Lonesome Traveller saloon was brushed to one side by the weary, lathered roan, muttered slurred curses while noting the stained grey stetson pulled low over the rider’s black hair, the lean, unshaven face, white and racked with exhaustion and pain, the empty holster dangling from the broad gunbelt.


Across the dusty street Deputy Sam Hoskins strode along the plankwalk, part blinded by the light flooding from the marshal’s office, still smarting from the full-blooded slap his girl had planted on his lugubrious countenance in the shadows behind the livery stables. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the rider, instinctively smelled trouble and flicked a searching glance in his direction. Then a thunderous bellow from Marshal Ben Soames issued from the open doorway and with a shake of his head Hoskins turned on his heel to enter the office.


In the front room of the town’s only hotel a match was applied to a wick, an oil lamp flared into yellow light, and Kitty Rawlins tiredly kicked off her shoes. She yawned, pulled a dismayed face as she caught sight of her drawn, white features in the cracked, oval mirror, and told herself for the hundredth time that serving chuck to a bunch of rowdy punchers in the Silver Spoon café was giving her blonde beauty a fearsome hammering. What she needed, she vowed, was a good man – but, sweet irony, the only man she’d settle for was a convicted killer.


Kitty raised her hands and unpinned her hair, then turned quickly at the beat of a horse’s hooves. From the window she could see out across the plankwalk to the wide expanse of dusty street still faintly lighted by the glow from the distant saloon.


Across that pool of light came a dark man on a big roan. He was slumped in the saddle, swaying from side to side with the horse’s weary gait. As they drew level with the boarding-house a scrawny dog tore from an alley, barking and snapping at the horse’s heels. The big roan tossed its head and plunged towards the plankwalk and the man jerked erect, wrenching on the reins. As he did so the pale light from the oil lamp caught the hard planes of the unshaven face, the glittering black eyes set in dark, hollow sockets.


In the room, Kitty Rawlins drew a quick, shocked breath and took a step backwards into the shadows. Recognition hit her like a solid blow, and she felt the skin at the nape of her neck prickle with excitement.


‘Jim Banner,’ she breathed, automatically reaching for a comb and running it through her long blonde hair. ‘Well, there’s the man you wanted, Kitty my girl – but surely Jim Banner mired in deep trouble is more than even you can handle.’


From behind the big, scarred desk Marshal Ben Soames demanded, ‘Who was that hombre just rode in?’


‘Ben, you yelled at the wrong time, how in hell should I know!’


‘Because you’re paid to know!’ Soames roared, letting his booted feet slam to the boards.


Tall and beefy, with thinning black hair flecked with grey, a ragged moustache and blunt hands that could drag an iron with the best, Ben Soames had been marshal of Clayton City for as long as any old-timer could remember. During those long, tough years he’d ruled with a fierce tongue and a brace of fearsome Navy Colts, driving away any brash gunslinger foolish enough to stray into his town yet still making the time to see old ladies safely across the street.


‘Don’t pay me that darn much,’ Sam Hoskins mumbled now, wishing fervently that he was back of the livery stable getting slapped good and hard.


‘And don’t get much in return,’ Soames said scathingly. He took a sack of Bull Durham from his top pocket and with blunt fingers commenced to roll a cigarette. ‘You got sense enough to remember Jim Banner?’


Sam Hoskins scowled, and rubbed his lantern jaw. ‘Best thing ever happened to this town was when Nate Banner got big Jim druv off his spread and clear across the Brazos.’


‘Yeah, well, a lot of folk would argue about that – though not to Nat Banner’s face. Anyhow, word’s just in Jim Banner gun-whipped the escort taking him to the Texas State Pen, and escaped. Stole a big blue roan.’


‘Hell fire! An’ you reckon he’d be fool enough to head back this way?’


‘Makes sense,’ Soames declared. ‘Nate not only ruined his younger brother’s reputation and got him a life sentence, he robbed him of his share of the family spread, then up and stole his girl.’


‘Yeah,’ Sam Hoskins said, wondering what he’d do if someone came along and stole the fiery girl with raven-black hair who’d let him go so far, then delivered a stinging left hook.


‘Anyhow,’ the marshal went on, ‘word is one of the escort come to his senses as Banner was relievin’ him of his gunbelt, grabbed his own handgun in a fierce struggle and managed to get off a couple of shots. That was two days ago and chances are Jim Banner’s bad in need of a doc. Also, the Lazy B’s five miles on the far side of town and if he’s got the intentions of gettin’ even with Nate, he’s forced to ride through. And then there’s the girl—’


‘Kitty Rawlins!’ Sam Hoskins blurted.


‘Right,’ Ben Soames said. ‘Jim Banner and Kitty were always real close, would’ve been closer, I reckon, only she was married to that waddie was crippled in a stampede. But he died some months back, and with Shelagh shacked up with Nate there ain’t nothin’ stoppin’ Jim and Kitty gettin’ together. So you get yourself over there, see iffen she’s actin’ a mite jumpy, then head on round and warn Doc Prior – if it’s not too late.


‘Oh, and Sam,’ he added as the deputy clumped towards the door, ‘Don’t take no short cuts past the livery stable.…’


So, how much will the spread fetch,’ Nate Banner asked, ‘and how soon can you clinch the deal?’


The big room at the Lazy B was a fug of blue cigar smoke. Thick buffalo skins covered the stone floor. The walls were raw logs, smoothed slick with the passage of long years. Oil lamps cast a yellow glow on the row of gleaming Winchesters and Sharps carbines standing in the mahogany cabinet against one wall, on the rich wood of the Spanish dresser displaying decorative plates and hand-thrown Mexican pots. Sagging easy-chairs draped with colourful, hand-woven blankets looked as comfortable as well-worn moccasins. A long, once-elegant colonial table was littered with the remains of a substantial meal.


Banner was a florid, burly figure standing with his back to the huge, empty fireplace. One of his heavy hands was tucked into his elegant vest. The other flicked ash off a fat cigar. For appearances’ sake he liked to cultivate the air of a prosperous rancher, but the days of a flourishing Lazy B had long gone. Rare visitors saw dilapidation in the disused line shacks, smelled decay in the drooping poles of the corral, in the deserted bunkhouse and the warped boards on the broad gallery of the big house.


And if they happened to be even casual students of human nature they would look into Nate Banner’s glistening black eyes and understand that here was a man who’d carefully created the image of a Texas rancher, but who cared little for fat, well-fed cattle and a whole lot more for his own well-padded wallet.


Brad Carter, Clayton City’s only lawyer, turned away from the window. A thoughtful frown creased his thin face. ‘Nate, you don’t need me to tell you how much this spread is worth. Hell, you sell up the buyers’ll own land bordered to the east by the Brazos and stretching north and south as far as the best puncher could ride in three whole days.’


Carter glanced uneasily across at the flame-haired young woman sitting silent and tense in one of the big chairs. He was acutely aware that the subject he was about to raise would rub salt in raw wounds. Turning again to Banner, he said, ‘But before I can clinch any damn deal, Nate, I need sight of that will. I need to know for sure that with your brother Jim serving life in the State Pen, the partnership’s at an end – legally.’


Nate Banner’s laugh was harsh and humourless. Sparks flew as he tossed his cigar butt into the fireplace and glared at the thin lawyer. ‘I always get what I want, Carter, with or without the law.’ He crossed to a heavy roll-top bureau, dragged open one of the drawers and sifted through loose papers. ‘But I also realize that it’s in my interests to do this one by the book.’ He grunted, straightened, and held out an official-looking document of thick parchment. ‘This is what you need. You’ll find in there the clause Luke Banner insisted on, clearing the way for the sale of the Lazy B.’


Carter rubbed the palms of soft hands on his black jacket, took the creased document Banner extended to him and skimmed through it, then glanced up with a bleak smile of acceptance. ‘The language is blunt, Nate, and straight to the point. Either one of you steps out of line, ownership of the spread bequeathed to you both as partners by your late father, Luke Banner, devolves on the non-guilty party.…’


‘That what he said?’ Nate Banner raised a bushy eyebrow, winked at the girl. ‘Clean forgot – but I like it: the non-guilty party. Sounds like me, eh, Shelagh?’


The girl’s voice was brittle. ‘Stop bragging, Nate, and let Carter get on with it.’


‘Yes, well.…’ Carter shrugged nervously. ‘All that’s left now is for me to head back to town. Tomorrow I’ll prepare a bill of sale, approach likely buyers, let them know you’re selling. Then—’


‘Then, my friend,’ Nate Banner cut in softly, ‘this sweet little girl and me, we get the hell out of this God-forsaken hole. Twenty years I’ve struggled, on a ranch that’s taken its toll in sweat and blood. Brother Jim did me a favour when he raped and murdered the Danver girl. For years I’ve been pushing him to sell. Now, thanks only to his viciousness and lust, I’m a free man.’


‘They took him away a week ago,’ Carter recollected, and he looked speculatively at Nate Banner. ‘But you took away from him everything he had in life. Guilty or not, he’ll blame you, Nate. Knowing the man’s fierce temper, his single-mindedness, you reckon they can hold him?’


Banner glared. ‘He’s guilty all right – and he’ll be locked up behind bars for the rest of his life.’


As Brad Carter picked his way across the yard to his horse, mounted up and rode away into thick darkness broken by the occasional flicker of distant lightning, he found himself spitting into the dust to rid his mouth of the bad taste that lingered all through that long ride into town.


He’d been new to Clayton City when he’d defended big Jim Banner and watched helpless as he was put away for life. But in the time since then he’d come to know Nate Banner, and listened to a plague of rumours. Something about the whole affair stank to high heaven. He’d go through the motions of selling the Lazy B for Nate – because, sure as hell, no buyers were going to come forward – then wash his hands of the whole Banner clan.…


‘Sweet little girl!’


Nate Banner echoed his own words, then threw back his head and roared with laughter.


‘You see something funny?’ Shelagh Brannigan asked, green eyes flashing dangerously.


‘Girl, you were sweet when you were a baby being dandled by your ma. Since then you’ve soured some, developed the bite of a rattler.’


‘Life gets you that way, in particular the slippery, two-legged rattlers that cross your path.’ She pushed herself lightly out of the big chair, swayed lithely to Banner and reached up to pinch his fleshy cheek. ‘We’re two of a kind, Nate Banner. From now on in we prosper together. But you think hard on what you said. That sweetness is skin deep. You get tired of me, set me up the way you fixed your brother, you’re dead.’


In faded blue shirt, long dark skirt and tooled leather boots, Shelagh Brannigan cut a trim figure. Red hair brushed slight shoulders. Soft, shapely breasts rose and fell as strong emotion caught at her breath. The picture was of an attractive, assured young woman of pleasant temperament and a strong character. But those same students of human nature who had quickly weighed up Nate Banner would have seen, deep down in the girl’s eyes, the same unholy glint. Property was only of use to Shelagh Brannigan if it could be turned into instant hard cash. Any man who held opposing views would be treated with contempt.


Banner reached up, grasped her wrist and applied pressure, watched the pain flare in her eyes as she tossed her red hair and wrenched away. ‘What I did, I did for both of us, girl. You see yourself spending the rest of your days as a rancher’s wife, dishing up chuck for a bunch of redneck cowboys?’


‘No more than you see yourself riding herd on ornery longhorns on Lazy B land the rest of our life,’ she answered, rubbing her wrist. ‘But remember this, Nate: I loved Jim Banner. Seems to me there were ways of getting what we both wanted without murdering a young girl and consigning Jim to life in a stinking Texas jail. I hold that against you, so what we have now is an uneasy alliance. We arranged it for mutual safety, but it’s balanced on a knife edge.’


He grunted, grabbed a crystal decanter from the mess of dishes on the table, poured a liberal shot of whiskey into a heavy glass. ‘What you hold against me cuts no ice,’ he said, and tossed back the drink with a fierce gesture of contempt. ‘Until Blacky Grogan came on the scene we were chasing around in circles, looking for a way to grab the pot when big Jim held all the aces.’


‘Sure, and if Marshal Soames gets a sight of Blacky we’re both in trouble.’ She watched him refill the glass, her eyes scornful. ‘Soames is a shrewd son of a gun, Nate, too shrewd for us to go on taking risks. Why the hell d’you keep Blacky hanging around?’


‘You know why,’ Banner growled. ‘He wants his cut, and that means, like it or not, we’re stuck with him until the sale goes through.’


‘And if it doesn’t?’


Banner jerked as if he’d been struck. ‘Don’t say that!’ he mouthed hoarsely. ‘I hired a killer, framed my own brother. That sale falls through, I’ve consigned him to Hell for no good reason—’


‘Meantime,’ Shelagh Brannigan cut in contemptuously, ‘Blacky’s out there at the line shack at Tall Tree Canyon for all to see, a dead ringer for a man who’s serving time for a crime he didn’t commit.’


‘Cut that!’ Banner rounded on the girl, his face suffused. ‘You keep your mouth shut, you hear me, keep your lip buttoned and let me worry about Ben Soames. Blacky’s fifteen clear miles away, keeps his head down, get supplies delivered once a week by Hank and Slim – and I trust those two fellers.’


‘Trust nobody, Nate,’ the girl snapped. ‘You keep Blacky hanging around too long out there at Tall Tree Canyon, restless, broke, his crooked mind’ll start whispering to him that maybe he should do something about it. I don’t know what, but if he gets wind of a heap of cash that ain’t too well guarded.…’


She paused, nervously biting her thumbnail, her eyes speculative. ‘You think Carter had something? You think maybe big Jim’ll be too much for them to hold?’


‘Maybe,’ Banner said, his tone matter-of-fact. ‘But if he is and he heads back to the Lazy B he’ll come up against Hank, Slim, maybe even Blacky Grogan. ‘Stead of wretched life, he’ll have instant death. It’s his to choose.’


For a moment there was silence in the big room as Banner and the girl became lost in thought. Shelagh Brannigan collected her shawl from the chair she had occupied and draped it round her shoulders as a shiver passed through her slim frame. Late-night chill, or a sudden attack of nerves, she wondered. Or was it the thought of the life that lay ahead with Nate Banner.


Hell, big Jim’d always been twice the man, she thought wistfully. If he’d agreed to sell, split the cash with Nate, none of this would have been necessary – and instead of him locked away in a cell, they’d be together, living it up somewhere classy like Boston or New York.…


Nate Banner watched her through narrowed eyes as he drained his glass and selected a fresh cigar from the box on the roll-top bureau. The thought crossed his mind that maybe involving the girl in the plot to get rid of big Jim had been a mistake. But then he swore softly under his breath and shook his head. No, she’d always been too close not to be part of it – and in any case, she’d been needed to use as bait for Blacky Grogan. There’d been no sense in approaching the man straight off. First they’d had to whet his appetite, and there was nothing like a pretty woman for doin’ that.


‘Conchita!’ Shelagh yelled at the kitchen door. ‘Get this place cleaned up, right now!’ Clutching the shawl, frowning irritably, she wandered back into the room.


‘What about old Charlie Harris?’


‘What about him?’ Banner growled.


‘Charlie’s been on the Lazy B since your pappy hired him, rose to be ramrod. He’s old now, but you think he hasn’t watched Slim and Hank riding out to the line shack with full saddle-bags, watched them arrive back empty-handed?’ She glanced towards the kitchen, shook her head in frustration. ‘Get rid of him, Nate. Charlie Harris is trouble.’


‘He’s also in that darned will,’ Banner pointed out. ‘He goes with the spread. We sell, we’re rid of him – but not until.’


‘Conchita!’ Shelagh yelled again, and Banner laughed coarsely.


‘You’re wasting your breath, sweet girl. She cooked the meal, then hightailed out.’ Deliberately he mashed his cigar on one of the soiled plates, left it smouldering in congealed gravy. ‘You want the place cleaned up, kid, from now on you do it yourself.’


For an instant there was a stunned silence. Then a plate shattered against the log walls by the door as Nate Banner left the room, chuckling, and headed for the bunkhouse.


An oil lamp flickered, the light glinting on the shiny pink scalp visible through Doctor Frank Prior’s thinning white hair. He sighed with satisfaction, and there was a clink as he dropped forceps and a bloody swab into a metal dish and stepped back to admire his handiwork.


‘All through?’ Jim Banner enquired tightly.


‘She’ll do,’ Doc Prior said. ‘The stitches will hold if you don’t get involved in a fracas – though by the look in your eye, boy, I hold little hope of that.’


As he washed his hands in the deep bowl he was aware of Banner struggling awkwardly back into his blood-encrusted shirt, the barely stifled grunts of pain emitted through clenched teeth. The lawman’s bullet had ripped a deep gouge across powerful muscles of the big man’s left shoulder, not serious in itself but left far too long without treatment.


Doc Prior was also too well aware that Banner was a fugitive from justice, and though he would never turn a patient away, still he felt his position to be untenable.


He hung the towel on a hook, and crossed to the cupboard for a bottle and two glasses.


‘Someone will have spotted you, you know that, Jim?’


‘Don’t fret, Doc,’ Banner said wearily. ‘A minute to wash this dust out of my throat and put fire back in my veins and I’ll be on my way—’


‘Pshaw!’ Doc Prior slammed the filled glass down in front of Banner, his jaw tight with righteous anger. ‘It’s your skin I’m worried about, young feller, not mine. But Ben Soames is a smart marshal, keeps his eyes skinned, doesn’t miss a trick. And if you slipped by those sharp eyes, someone else’ll have got word to him. By now Sam Hoskins’ll be on the prowl with that deputy badge pinned to his vest – and with a wounded Jim Banner on the loose in Clayton City there’s just two places he’ll be visiting.’


He tossed back his drink, sighed with satisfaction, sat down across the table and looked enquiringly at the glowering big man. ‘So, all that being said – what’s your next move, boy?’


Banner shrugged, then winced as the movement tugged at tight stitches. ‘Seems strange, but I planned this far and no further.’


‘But at the back of your mind?’


‘Lazy B,’ Banner said. ‘Confront Nate. Get this mess sorted out.’


‘That’s been done, boy. You were convicted of a crime, as far as the law’s concerned that’s the end of it.’


Frank Prior watched Jim Banner stare broodingly into his whiskey glass and guessed that the escape had drained the big man, left him floundering in no man’s land. And for the thousandth time, Clayton City’s doctor found himself racking his brains for the answer to a seemingly insoluble problem.


Mary Danver had been savagely raped, then strangled, in the kitchen of Forty-Bar-Nine, old Jake Danver’s neat spread nestling in a wide, fertile loop of the Brazos. Midday, the sun flashing on the metal water tower, the old man rode his mule home from the fields in time to hear a big man yell abuse then ride furiously out of the yard and away in the direction of Clayton City – and though his eyesight was failing he’d been one hundred per cent certain the man he saw that blistering hot day had been big Jim Banner.
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