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Hannahan’s Lode


 


According to Deputy George Johnson, the three owlhoot Geoghegan Brothers were planning to hit the bank in Hannahan’s Lode. When they hit the Forrester Mining Company instead, its hefty payroll goes missing and Frank Forrester is murdered. Deputy Johnson’s mistake leaves him and Marshal Hills looking foolish and out of a job.


When a replacement payroll leaves Deadwood by stagecoach, cowardly new lawmen Yancey Flint and Buck Owen sit tight leaving Johnson and Hills to try and capture the bandits. This time they get to the outlaws before they can reach the stagecoach – but, somehow, the new payroll vanishes.


Determined to track down the mysterious bandit, Johnson and Hills ride out again. Their search leads them to a hidden grave, an empty safe and a savage killer fighting for his freedom while six-guns ablaze.
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Chapter One


 


The blued barrel of the rifle was like a rigid extension of his arm. His left hand cradled the cold steel; his right hand grasped the wooden stock as his finger curled around the trigger, and against his cheek the polished wood was smooth and cool. He closed his left eye; squinted the right; lined the front sight on the heavy door of the bank some fifty yards away across the square to his left; carefully began to squeeze.


‘Bang!’


Deputy George Johnson, down on one knee at the window, said the single word softly, lifted his head and grinned. He stood up, let the net curtain fall as he stepped to one side, pulled the Winchester back off the sill and propped it against the wall.


Goddamn, but his knees were aching.


He stretched, yawned, then looked about him guiltily. Should be ashamed of himself, yawning, after a good night’s sleep and still less than an hour after a misty dawn. But the hotel room was empty. Just the bare bed, washstand with bowl and pitcher, the wooden chair he’d kicked to one side, because if he’d sat on it while he was holding that Winchester to his shoulder its rickety legs might have ruined his aim when they rode into town.


George shivered, but it was more from excitement than fear. That, and satisfaction at a job that was well done. Almost well done.


This time when he went to the window he looked to his right across the dusty square to the general store. From this angle he could see Marshal Frank ‘Distant’ Hills, sitting on the gallery’s boards with his back to the wall, rifle across his thighs, safe behind the innocent stack of barrels piled high for him by the store’s owner, Jed Cooper.


From that position Hills could squint across the square, looking through chinks in the stack of barrels without being seen; could, in mere seconds, be in position to blast hell out of anybody approaching the bank and looking even a mite suspicious.


And today, that was going to happen. If George was right – and, by hell, hadn’t he risked his life for nigh on a week to make damn sure he was right? – the Geoghegan Brothers would come hammering into the town of Hannahan’s Lode at seven o’clock, storm into the bank while the Lode’s citizens were still rubbing sleep from their eyes, and pile out with gunny-sacks stuffed with the cash they knew was there until nine o’clock in the morning on the last day of every month.


Only this month, it wasn’t. And nor was the owner, John Kennedy, who for the past ten years had always come in early on that one day of the month. Because, on George’s say so and with the backing of the town council, Marshal Hills had arranged for Kennedy to stay away and the cash to be moved out, transported on a battered old buckboard to the Forrester Mining Company a full day early – the 29th of June – to be held there for twenty-four hours until wages and such like were paid out the next day.


The miners would get their money, bills would be paid. . . .


Still no movement. And now the rising sun had poked its brilliant rim over the purple horizon away to the east behind John Kennedy’s bank, its fiery ball picking dazzling highlights off Frank Hills’s rifle barrel as its rays slanted over the bank’s roof to cast its front wall and the whole west side of the square into deep shadow.


Damnation! George looked down at the floor, cursed the red patches dancing at the back of his eyes, then again looked sideways across the square at Hills. The marshal was up on his feet now, restless – and he was looking towards the hotel room where George was holed up. Too far away to see the look in his eyes, but George knew those flinty blue eyes well, and guessed that the lawman’s temper – always on a short fuse – was about to blow.


But George knew he’d got it right, knew there could be no mistake. Doggone it, hadn’t he been there in the flickering firelight when Sean Geoghegan had called Padraig and Jimmy close to him and used the point of his Bowie to scrape marks in the dirt to show how the bank would be robbed. The fast ride in from the west. Jimmy to remain outside the bank with the horses while Sean and Padraig stormed in to thrust a pistol under the startled John Kennedy’s chin and force him to open the safe. Then out fast and away, pushing their horses hard towards the south before following a wide loop that would take them back to their camp.


That’s how it would be. That’s what George had heard, and that was what he believed.


But as he looked at the restlessly prowling figure of Marshal Hills and beyond him the short stretch of Main Street that, like a midsummer waterhole, mocked him with dust and silence, George Johnson felt his confidence oozing away.


‘Come on,’ he whispered. ‘The bank’s waiting. Where the hell are you?’









Chapter Two


 


‘There for the taking,’ Sean Geoghegan said. A large man and black-bearded, he was relaxed in the saddle, looking at the single, pencil-thin column of smoke that rose from the long hut that was the office of the Forrester Mining Company.


‘But it had better be quick,’ Padraig Geoghegan said, ‘or those damn miners will tear us limb from limb.’ His blue eyes were dancing, his gloved hands folded on the horn.


Young Jimmy Geoghegan laughed. He was also tall, but without the bulk of his heavier brothers. ‘We’ve not been caught as yet,’ he said, ‘and with those dumb miners and their boss all looking for danger in the wrong direction we’re not likely to be caught today.’


Forrester’s mine was set back in the foothills some five miles to the north-west of the town of Hannahan’s Lode. The mine’s offices, stores and sleeping quarters sprawled across a naked hollow of hard-packed earth almost a mile down from the workings, and it was on a bluff overlooking these that the Geoghegan Brothers had reined in.


The mining company was in the area of South Dakota’s Black Hills where the legendary miner, after whom the town of Hannahan’s Lode was named, had panned the creeks for gold some thirty years before, died penniless after ten years’ backbreaking prospecting and been buried on the land he had worked.


The way it was told, the bearded man digging Hannahan’s grave had hit hard rock with the blade of his shovel, caught the gleam of yellow metal in the fading evening light and made the mistake of throwing a rope hackamore on his mule and riding like a wild man into the nearby settlement with the news.


He had been shot in the back as he lifted a glass of whiskey at the crude bar in the tented saloon to celebrate his lucky strike.


In the rush that followed, a thousand men had worked themselves ragged without clawing enough gold from the earth to keep them from starving. A half-drunk wag had given the town its ironic name, and it wasn’t until Brad Forrester arrived there some ten years later with the money to buy machinery and establish a professional mining operation that Hannahan’s seam finally became profitable.


That profit had more than once attracted the attention of men who sought for riches without hard work, but so far those lawless guns had met with fierce and fatal retribution from the miners, or finished up dangling from a length of rope behind the town jail.


‘Are they at work already?’ Padraig’s eyes were busy, looking for signs of movement.


Sean shook his head. He was the oldest of the three by five years, the hardest by some way, and a man who always thought before he moved. Over the past twelve months the succession of robberies that had established the Geoghegan Brothers’ reputation had been meticulously planned. This, the raid on the Forrester Mining Company, was no exception.


‘On a normal day, they would be,’ said Jimmy. ‘But it’s a tradition that on pay day they sleep late. Forrester doles out the cash at eleven, they’re in the mine by half past.’


‘And he’s in there now, counting it?’


‘One man, on his own.’ Sean grinned at Padraig. ‘Can we handle that?’


‘Sure, let’s go count it for him.’


The three brothers rode a twisting route down from the top of the bluff, following a deer trail with the buildings from time to time cut off from their sight by trees. But when they reached level ground nothing had changed. The bunkhouses were silent. The sun, floating up above the high ground behind the mine workings, was gradually pulling back the shadows to flood the hollow with light.


‘We’ll ride the long way,’ Sean said softly, ‘come in from the side, then go in through the door together.’


Once down off the high bluff it was apparent that the hollow was not flat. A low ridge came between the office building on one side, the stores and bunkhouses on the other, and this had been taken into account when Sean Geoghegan planned the raid. The ridge was simply a low hump stretching across the yard, but it effectively prevented any early rising miner from looking bleary-eyed from a window and spotting the three armed riders bearing down on the office. Noise would give them away, but they rode without haste through the thin dust covering the hardpan, and hooves were naturally muffled.


The office wall furthest away from the bunkhouse was still in shadow. The lie of the land and the design of the building – set high on wooden stumps – meant that with surprise on their side they were unlikely to be seen from the two windows set in that long side of the office, or from the bunkhouse.


In any case, Sean thought, the miners were asleep and the man inside the office would be busy. Counting the money. He grinned. Taking one last look at it, poor fool, although he was not himself aware of that.


He led the way, and the three men rode in close to the wall and silently dismounted between the windows. Sean looked up, put a hand over his horse’s warm muzzle as it lifted its head, waited, then nodded happily. While he was thus ensuring that their arrival had not been noted, Padraig pulled two folded gunny-sacks from his saddle-bag. Now, following their older brother’s lead, he and Jimmy tied their reins to one of the thick stumps supporting the building, stepped away and drew their six-guns. In single file they walked along the wall to the building’s short end, went swiftly up the shaky wooden steps – and Sean drew back a leg and kicked open the door.


‘Stand still!’ he shouted, and thrust forward his cocked pistol. ‘Not one damn move out of you – or you’re a dead man.’


The room was warm and airless, thick with the smell of coal oil and cigar smoke. Unlit lanterns hung from rafters; six-foot tables lined the walls, littered with papers filmed with dust; rickety chairs were scattered about the board floor, and faded maps were tacked to the walls alongside tin-types of mining operations.


At the far end of the room – on the short wall opposite the door – a stove glowed red in one corner, an open safe stood in the other. Seated at the cleared end of one of the tables, a burly man with shirt sleeves rolled up over massive forearms was reaching into the safe for thick bundles of bills and stacking them at his elbow. From him, Sean Geoghegan’s barked order brought nothing more than a slight turn of the head, a shrewd sidelong glance from dark eyes set deep under black brows.


If the abrupt entry of the Geoghegan Brothers had surprised him, he covered it well. If there was any fear within him – but, no, Sean thought, not in this man. Within this man there was intelligence and raw power, and for the first time Sean caught himself wondering and worrying about his own carefully laid plans.


‘I half figured this,’ Brad Forrester said, as if talking to himself, berating himself. ‘That damn deputy insisted you boys had your eyes set on the bank in the Lode, and like a fool I listened to him and Hills, let them move the money out. . . .’


He broke off to look intently at Sean Geoghegan, stubbed out his cigar, and flashed brilliant white teeth in a broad grin. ‘But you know all about that, don’t you, feller, because you fed George Johnson that story bit by bit over a couple of days, then let him ride into town all cock-a-hoop and full of his own importance.’


‘He was a drifter who rode into our camp with a willingness to listen, and you won’t find an Irishman anywhere without an interesting tale to tell.’


‘But it wasn’t planned that way?’


‘If you mean is he one of us, why no, he’s not. We would have got word of our designs on the bank to town one way or another. George made it easy.’


‘And official.’


Close to the door, Padraig chuckled, and Sean said, ‘It’s not often we have a man of the law doing our work for us.’


‘So . . . now what?’


‘Padraig, put up your pistol and give those two sacks to Mr Forrester.’ He cast a swift glance back along the room, remembering his sudden misgivings. ‘Young Jimmy, you step outside and keep watch.’


‘And I’m to fill the sacks with these bundles of cash?’ Forrester said, still, not moving. ‘What if I refuse?’


‘When I set eyes on you, I told myself I was looking at a man of rare intelligence. I’d hate for you to prove me wrong.’


‘Intelligence enables a man to make decisions based on sound reasoning. If I refuse to do as you ask, shouldn’t your first reaction be to wonder why?’


‘Indeed it should. Let’s say I’ve done that, and decided you’re clever, but too big for your own boots. Now, put the money in the sacks.’


‘Do you really believe I’d let you walk in here, take the money, and walk out?’


‘Young Jimmy’s been watching the place for a week. There’s a pattern to your operations, regular as clockwork. The miners are roused by the cook, they eat their breakfast and go on up to the diggings. You come to this office early. When he’s finished doing what he has to do with the men, your manager joins you.’


‘Watching us for a week is good planning, but it doesn’t include the end of the month.’


‘On such days, the pattern’s the same but – apart from yourself, of course – it all commences two hours later.’ Sean grinned. ‘You’ll not keep us talking that long.’


‘What if—’


‘Enough! Get on with it.’


‘Same question: and if I don’t?’


‘Goddammit!’ Padraig Geoghegan said softly. ‘Crack your pistol across the man’s skull, Sean, and we’ll do it ourselves.’


‘But no shot,’ Forrester said, not moving his eyes from Sean, ‘because that would bring some very hard men down on your necks.’


‘Do it,’ Sean said, ‘or I might take my brother’s advice.’


After the briefest of pauses – that nevertheless sent another frisson of uneasiness through Sean Geoghegan – Forrester scooped one of the bundles of notes off the table and stuffed it into a sack. Then another; and, after a brief pause to scratch his head, a third.


Padraig swore angrily. He brushed past Sean, grabbed the second sack and began scooping the money into its mouth. Sean pouched his six-gun, turned away, moved restlessly down the room. He leaned across the table to look out of one of the windows, saw their three horses patiently waiting and beyond them the sun-drenched yard and the trail winding through the trees towards the high bluff. The door creaked softly in the warm breeze. Behind him there was the rustle of the money, Padraig’s agitated breathing – the thump as a packet of bills fell to the boards. When Sean turned, Padraig was bent over reaching for it, Forrester’s hand had strayed towards a shovel leaning against the wall – and at that moment the door banged open.


‘Three men coming!’


Jimmy stepped inside, his face animated, his eyes flashing with the light of battle. He stood to one side, held the door open with the back of the hand holding his six-gun. From halfway down the room Sean could see three men in work clothes, fifty yards away, shadows long as they crossed the low ridge that split the yard.


‘Are they armed, Young Jimmy?’


‘One has a shotgun. But there’s no problem, we can pot them from here, easy as spitting.’


‘And bring the roof down on us, is that it?’ Sean shook his head, threw a questioning look at Brad Forrester.


‘My foreman, Ed Dyson, with two of his men. I trust nobody, least of all the rabble I employ. Every month Dyson’s presence – with back-up – ensures that the money goes to the right place, at the right time.’


‘So we slipped up,’ Sean said softly.


‘George Johnson told you what he knew – but it wasn’t enough.’


Sean nodded. ‘Paddy,’ he said, ‘I think we’ve got plenty in that one sack.’


‘Goddammit, we’ve got no more than half—!’


‘Leave it!’


Padraig swore softly. ‘Is it the window, then?’


‘We’ve no choice. Young Jimmy, shut that door, there’s a lad.’


The door banged. Jimmy came down the room. He skipped past Sean, took a wide swing with his pistol and cracked it across Forrester’s cheek as the big man came to his feet and made a second lunge for the shovel. The mine owner went down like a log, a chair splintering under his weight. From his dark hair a worm of blood trickled into the dust.


Padraig swung the heavy sack onto the table, leaned over to slip the catch and push against the window – and shook his head.


‘Damn things’re jammed tight.’


Sean stepped over Forrester’s inert body and grabbed the shovel. He lifted it, drew it back to rest on his shoulder – and paused.


The three Geoghegan Brothers held their breath. In the thick silence, the unconscious Forrester’s breathing was slow and laboured. And through the thin door they could already hear the murmur of voices as the three men steadily approached; a sudden hard laugh; the stamp and scrape of heavy boots.


‘If we can hear them . . .’ Jimmy Geoghegan said, grinning.


‘They’ll hear us,’ Sean finished, and with a broad wink he swung the shovel at the window. Glass shattered, tinkling outwards in a glittering shower onto the hard ground. A horse squealed shrilly.


‘Out with you, Young Jimmy.’


But Jimmy Geoghegan had already pouched his pistol and was up on the table. He ducked low, kicked at some lingering shards of glass then put a hand on the frame and leaped through the shattered window in a fearless vault into the void. Padraig craned forward to peer out, then tossed the heavy sack after his young brother and sprang onto the table. He had a cautious boot on the sill and was precariously balanced when they heard the hammer of boots on the steps, a tremendous bang from the end of the room, and the door splintered.


‘Go, Padraig!’ Sean said.


Out of the corner of his eye he saw his brother hesitate, then drop from the window. From the shattered door there was a roar of anger. A tall, rawboned man was already inside. His blunt hands held a shotgun. As two men crowded in behind him, he cocked the scatter-gun. Angry black eyes were taking in the scene: the shattered window, glass littering the table, Forrester down and bleeding among the remaining packets of money, Sean Geoghegan caught flat-footed.


The shotgun blasted.


Sean Geoghegan dropped flat.


He moved in the instant before Ed Dyson pulled the trigger. Hot lead hissed through the space where he had been standing, peppered the end wall. He heard Dyson roar, ‘Round the side, there’s others getting away,’ then Sean ducked under the table. Leg muscles creaking, he came up with it on his shoulders. He grunted, heaved it towards Dyson, heard the second barrel blast and the lead hit the table-top like a handful of gravel hurled by a giant fist. Then he had spun away, and was through the window in a flat dive.


It was like swooping off the edge of a cliff. In dazzling sunlight dark shapes flashed before his eyes as he floated weightless. Then he hit the ground hard on a carpet of broken glass, felt the burn of sliced skin, the wetness of blood. Around him, razor-sharp hooves flashed as Jimmy and Padraig fought to untie reins stretched taut by the panicked horses. Amid the chaotic mass of struggling men and horseflesh, Sean rolled, came awkwardly to his feet and flashed a glance back towards the end of the building.


Already the two miners were down the steps and coming around the corner. Cold steel glittered in the sunlight. Then flame spat. A slug whined.


Deliberately falling sideways against the building as a second slug whistled close, Sean drew his six-gun and blasted three fast shots. He saw one of the men go down, roaring in pain. Then a horse wheeled close. Another shot cracked above him as Jimmy let loose from the saddle. The second man yelled, and ducked back.


‘Move yourself, Sean!’


Padraig was in the saddle, the heavy gunny-sack dangling from his hand, looking anxiously towards his brother as his horse backed and wheeled. Jimmy had untied Sean’s horse, and hung on to it. Now, still close, he leaned down to hand the reins to his brother. Sean grabbed them, clutched at the horn with the same hand and poked a toe at a stirrup. As he did so, from the shattered window above him the shotgun roared.


Hot blood splashed Sean’s face as buckshot tore into the horse’s neck. Its forelegs buckled. It went down, snorting, bubbling, and rolled heavily towards him. Desperately, Sean leaped backwards. The heavy body hit his thigh, came down on his foot. As his ankle twisted agonizingly, he pulled himself free, saw Jimmy wheel his mount, snatch at his pistol and blast a wild shot at the window.


Then the youngster again rode close. He reached down, grasped Sean’s reaching hand and swung his brother up behind him. And, as enraged yells broke out across the yard, and men came bursting from the bunkhouse doors, the three Geoghegan Brothers hammered away from the Forrester Mining Company and sent their horses tearing towards the twisting trail that led to the high, sun-drenched bluff.
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