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Frank Shannon arrived home from the war to find his family dynasty torn apart. Who was Jack Bamber, the lean stranger living in Tom Shannon’s Slash S ranch house? And where was Tom and his wife, Beth?


Locked in a cell and accused of cattle rustling, Shannon vows to discover the truth. With the help of veteran lawyer Mack Findlay and an unlikely alliance with Marshal Eli Simm, Shannon begins unravelling a fifty-year-old mystery that is destined to end with the thunder of hooves and the roar of blazing six-guns.
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Chapter One


 


It took Frank Shannon three years and a thousand miles of wandering to make it home from the war. When he crossed Crooked Creek and pushed the roan up the steep bank onto hauntingly familiar range that lay between there and Dodge City, the weight of those years fell away from him as if on that sweet, warm Kansas day he had, once and for all, discarded his heavy military topcoat.


His lean, hard body carried a scar from a sabre slash picked up at the first Bull Run, others from bullet and knife wounds inflicted by scar-faced bandits and evil-eyed renegades he had faced and vanquished in bars and cantinas across a wide swathe of Mexico and the West. Outwardly he was erect, clear-eyed, a confident man at ease with himself; a man not to be crossed. Mentally, and for reasons all too clear to him, he knew he was burnt out.


Time had taken its toll but he had crossed the fragile line between whole man and broken has-been outside a Texas bank when, paradoxically, he had finished putting money in rather than withdrawing it with menace. The bank robber that day was a big man with straggly grey hair, a black bandanna covering the lower half of his face and a shotgun brandished wildly. In a hollow well of silence, he had left behind him ashen-faced bank clerks with upstretched hands, and had been making his escape. Clutching a heavy gunny sack, he had collided with Shannon as he backed out of the door and, pale eyes wide with shock, had turned and pulled the trigger.


But Shannon was already down, dropping instinctively as his hand stabbed for his six-gun. The shotgun’s hot blast went over his head. Thirty yards away, a woman in a long dress had been blown backwards into the dusty street, her bodice a bloody mess. And, with a sharp pain like a sliver of ice piercing his brain, Frank Shannon had shot the bank robber between the eyes.


He had ridden with those stark memories for the past twelve months: a woman’s white face, her blood a dark pool in the dry dust; a grey-haired man on his back in the street with a black bandanna covering his mouth and nose, in his lifeless hand a shotgun with smoking muzzles, his dead eyes glittering in the sun. And he had taken steps to drown them, or what he considered uncompromisingly to be his own weakness, by resorting to the whiskey bottle.


But he knew the homecoming would change all that.


In his saddle-bag, given to him high in the Cimarron Range of New Mexico territory by a bearded trapper stinking of bear grease, he carried one last bottle of moonshine whiskey that was as potent as snake venom. It was almost empty. In the last long miles that saw him come tumbling down from those hills to follow the snaking course of the Beaver river, swing north into Kansas, cross the Cimarron and ride on towards Crooked Creek, he had been overwhelmed by the weight of wasted years. So he had clung to that bottle, put his trust in its ability to dull festering wounds as a man would trust a loyal friend – but the comfort he gained came at its usual loathsome price.


When he splashed down the bank into Crooked Creek he was a drunk clinging to the saddle horn, a man seemingly too dazed by harsh liquor for coherent thought yet managing, somehow, to mumble over and over again the mantra that drove him on: the life that lay ahead would banish forever the troubles of his past.


That promise was the bright beacon that had drawn him across the border at Laredo, and pushed him every mile of the long ride north to Kansas.


But with that journey drawing to its close, with sanctuary but a few short miles away, a sober Frank Shannon would have heeded the hard lessons he had learned during those troubled years and been wiser and certainly less sanguine.


 


It was late summer, and in the twilight the winds sweeping across the Kansas plains bore a chill that cut through the alcoholic haze and went a little way towards clearing his head. Racking his sluggish brain as the patient roan carried him steadily northward, squinting at flat terrain and a sea of grass that was at once familiar and strange, he calculated that he was already on land owned by his family but still half a day’s ride from the ranch.


That settled, he rode until it was full dark and pushed on grimly again for a further ten miles, navigating by the stars. Then, exhausted, head pounding, he turned off open grassland and, in a stand of cottonwoods alongside the sparkle of a moonlit creek, saw to the roan, unrolled his blankets and bedded down for the night.


But before he did that, before contemplating sleep, he drained the bottle of moonshine whiskey and for the last time tasted the fiery liquid that had sustained him for so long.


Then he smashed the bottle on a rock and buried the glittering fragments in a hole he dug with his knife.


His wanderings were over. The past was dead.


 


He awoke to a pounding head, a mouth as dry as the Staked Plains and in his nostrils the faint smell of wood smoke. And something else. He frowned, rolled, came up out of his blankets and at once dry retched; saw saddle and saddle-bags against the bole of a tree and made an unsteady lunge for his canteen. The water was like warm nectar. He gulped it greedily, out of the corner of his eye caught a glimpse of the fresh earth where the shattered bottle was buried, and managed a wry smile as he wiped his mouth on his sleeve.


The roan was thirty yards away, hobbled, standing hip-shot and patient. Shannon found his hat, emptied the canteen into it and gave the horse a drink. Then he flipped the Stetson towards his rumpled blankets, stretched, and sniffed the air.


Burnt hide. That was what he could smell mingled with the smoke from a camp-fire. Only camp-fire wasn’t quite right, because the burnt hide told a story that suggested the fire was more than a heap of glowing embers fit only for brewing coffee.


He walked further away from the cottonwoods fringing the creek, topped a low rise, looked down into a shallow depression. There, below him, was the fire. Red embers smouldering within a crude hearth of blackened rocks. A few yards away, a cow. Dead.


Shannon’s breath hissed through his nostrils. Within him, uneasiness stirred like a sickness. He looked about him, followed the cottonwoods with his eyes to where the creek curled around in a tight oxbow – saw nothing moving.


He swallowed drily, thought longingly of the tepid water, then made his way down the slope.


The fire was hot on his face. He looked around at hard earth cut by the sharp hooves of a small herd of cattle; looked closer and found the sign of just the one horse and knew he had slept drunkenly while in the dawn light one man had been at work. He crossed to the dead cow. There was a bloody calf next to it: the birth had killed them both. Shannon dropped to his haunches, reached out to smooth the hide with his fingers. And swore softly.


Slash S. The Shannon brand. Scrawled on a scrap of paper fifty years ago by his grandpa, Jesse Shannon, in the soddy that was his first Kansas home. Branded on the half dozen longhorns that comprised his first herd. And, in the years that followed, recognized by everyone within a thousand square miles as the brand of the Shannon family who had built up a cattle empire and founded the town that bore their name. Shannon Plains. The settlement that had sprung up on their land and was in every sense a part of the ranch, a part of the Shannon dynasty.


By Frank Shannon’s reckoning, the town was just out of sight over the horizon.


And here, in front of him, the clear evidence that someone was rustling Shannon cattle. The Slash S was smudged, the hair around it singed. Crude attempts had been made to burn in another brand, unfinished because the animal had died. His night ruined by the death of the cow, the lone rustler had given it up as a bad job, and hightailed.


Shannon patted the dead cow, let his eyes drift sideways; saw the rustler’s running iron lying half in the fire. Angry now, not thinking, he reached out, picked up the iron and at once dropped it on the rocks as the hot metal seared his fingers. Cursing, the ringing of the iron echoing in his ears, he rocked back on his heels, clamped his burnt hand in his armpit as breath hissed through his teeth.


When he looked up, a tall man with cold blue eyes was looking at him along the barrel of a rifle.









Chapter Two


 


They had come out of the cottonwoods on foot, four of them, cowhands all, but the big man who now approached him under the watchful gaze of the man with the rifle was clearly the one in authority. The Slash S foreman, Frank Shannon figured. That meant the man worked for his pa, Tom Shannon. . . .


‘You can put up the rifle,’ Shannon said, rising. ‘I’m Frank Shannon, Tom Shannon’s son.’


‘Last I heard,’ the man with the rifle said, ‘young Frank went away to war – and stayed away.’


‘For the war, then three more years,’ Shannon said. ‘But now I’m back.’


‘From where I stand,’ the big man said, his voice flat and uninterested, ‘you look like a stranger caught making a bungled job of stealing another man’s cattle.’


‘I don’t expect you to take my word for anything,’ Shannon said. ‘I’ll ride to the house with you, willingly. You don’t need your weapons.’


He stared deliberately at the rifle, lifted his eyes to meet the blue-eyed man’s gaze, saw the wolfish grin as the rifle was lowered and cradled on a forearm.


‘I’ll decide what we do with our weapons,’ the big man said. ‘But if we ride to the big house, you won’t be carrying yours.’


Shannon shook his head. ‘I told you, your boss is my father – and I don’t see that as a reason for giving up my guns.’


The big man smiled distantly, lifted a hand to wave away two of the men. They turned to walk back towards the cottonwoods. For the horses, Shannon figured. The man with the sharp blue eyes wandered close to the fire, nudged the running iron with the toe of his boot. But his glance never strayed far from Shannon, his hands remained firmly on the rifle.


‘I’m Deek Lancer, Slash S foreman. The man lookin’ at your handiwork is Cole Dyson.’ The big man was looking critically at Shannon’s appearance. His nostrils twitched, and Shannon guessed he’d caught the stink of hard liquor. ‘You tell me you’re riding home.’


‘And now I’m telling you again,’ Shannon said. ‘Tom Shannon’s my pa. It’s taken me a long while and a lot of miles to make it, but that’s neither here nor there. I rode onto Shannon land last night, bedded down. This morning I woke up, found this. . . .’ He waved a hand at the fire, the running iron, the dead cow with its calf.


‘You sleep real sound,’ Lancer said with obvious disbelief.


‘I was drunk.’


‘And now you’re lying.’


‘No.’


As if no longer considering Shannon a threat, or perhaps guided by some unseen signal from his boss, Cole Dyson now left the fire and started towards the trees. He had the hot running iron held gingerly in one hand. Evidence, Shannon thought – as if any were needed; and he knew that with those three men no more than thirty yards away there was little chance of getting away from Lancer, of extricating himself from what was turning into a dangerous situation.


But why should he need to? He was on his pa’s land, the only son, heir to the whole damn Shannon shebang.


Lancer was watching him, observing his silence. He seemed amused by Shannon’s predicament – or perhaps by something else. Then he heard the two men approaching with the horses. He watched Dyson stop them, wrap the iron in a rag and drop it in a saddle-bag, then mount up. A smile flickered across Lancer’s face. He stepped forward, kicked earth and stones over the hot embers, stamped his boots and looked at Shannon.


‘All right. Go collect your gear, get back here. And don’t get ideas about ridin’ off. I’ll take you to the house, see what they’ve got to say.’


There was no more mention of disarming his prisoner. Feeling relief, a sudden relaxation of muscles he hadn’t known were tense, Frank Shannon left the four men in the hollow and went back to where he had spent the night. While he packed up he was aware of the blue-eyed rifleman, Cole Dyson, watching him from the ridge. But that didn’t matter.


The trees were close enough and high enough for them to have hanged him for rustling Tom Shannon’s cattle.


Instead, they were taking him home.


 


They rode for half an hour, Lancer and Dyson a little way in front of Shannon, the two dour men who had spoken not a word some thirty yards behind him. It was a tactic Shannon appreciated, for he knew that an escort riding any closer would risk being overpowered if he launched a surprise attack, any further back and there would be space and time for him to make a sudden break and get clean away.


Yesterday he had sensed he was on Shannon land without clearly recognizing any feature. Now, as the remaining miles were eaten up by the steady pace of the Slash S riders, the knowledge that he was home which had been a subconscious feeling was being confirmed by sights and sounds he recalled from his childhood: trees in whose bark he had carved his name with bruised fingers holding his first sharp knife; the gurgle of creeks where he had swum naked in the long hot summers; the rocky bluff, on a bend in the trail, where his first pony had dropped a hoof in a gopher hole and broken its leg.


He lifted his head, sniffing the air, his eyes ranging left, right and far ahead. His heartbeat quickened. They crossed prairie where cattle grazed, rode in oppressive silence and mounting tension until, in the distance, the low smudge of white buildings marking the Shannon family’s sprawling ranch house, barns and corrals could be seen against the wider clutter of random shapes that was the nearby town – Shannon Plains.


And then they were riding through the gates, underneath the heavy board spanning the trail that bore the legend ‘Slash S’, on up the curving approach that skirted the corrals, over the hump and down the easy slope past barns and trees that had been old when Jesse Shannon left his soddy and dug the foundations of his first real home.


The big foreman drew rein in front of the house. Shannon and the other three riders pulled in behind him as he dismounted, squared his shoulders and walked up the path to the wide gallery and the front door.


He knocked. Pulled off his Stetson and slapped it against his legs. Stepped back a pace.


The front door opened.


From the dark interior a stranger emerged. Tall. Lean. Silver hair over a face deeply lined. Belly flat and hard behind a broad belt with a dull steel buckle.


And from thirty feet away, Frank Shannon listened in disbelief to Deek Lancer’s words.


‘We caught this man just after sun up, on Slash S land. A dead cow and calf alongside a fire. He was holding a hot running iron. Says he’s Frank Shannon.’


‘Now hold on a minute,’ Shannon said hotly, and he swung out of the saddle and started up the path as the blue-eyed man leaned over to grab his shoulder. Shannon shook him off. He heard a soft curse as Dyson sprang from his horse and started after him, saw the rawboned man in the doorway lift a hand.


‘Leave him be.’


Shannon ran up the steps, crossed the gallery. Lancer replaced his hat to leave both his hands free. He stepped to one side. His right hand drifted towards his holster as he kept one eye on Shannon, the other on the man in the doorway.


‘Who the hell are you?’


‘My name is Jack Bamber.’ Grey eyes as cold as winter snow looked Shannon up and down.


‘Where’s my pa?’


Bamber shrugged. ‘Shannon’s not here.’


‘You mean he’s out? Gone to town?’ Shannon felt bewildered.


‘I don’t know where he is.’


‘Then what are you doing in his house?’


Bamber pursed his lips, then shook his head. ‘This is my house. And now I’m asking you to explain what you were doing with a running iron and one of my cows.’


‘Oh, no,’ Shannon said. ‘A Slash S cow, all the cattle here are my father’s—’


‘Your father owns no cattle,’ Bamber said, ‘if, in fact, you are Shannon’s son. He has no land. He has no house worthy of the name; he and his wife live in a shack somewhere in the hills.’ He stared dispassionately. ‘You say you’re Frank Shannon. That may be so, but by the look of you, the stink of you. . . .’ He let his meaning sink in as Shannon mentally cursed his dust-stained clothes, his unshaven face, the reek of alcohol that was like dirt ingrained in his skin.


‘My gut reaction to what’s happened this morning,’ Bamber went on, ‘is that we’ve got our hands on the man behind the rustling that’s been steadily depleting my herds—’


‘Slash S herds!’


‘Yes. My herds. I am Slash S.’


‘No,’ Shannon said. His voice was choked. He had taken a step backwards. Rage and despair were welling inside him like a terrible sickness. ‘The Shannon dynasty stretches back generations. Shannon Plains was founded by my grandpa; my father carried on the line. Something that big, that powerful, can’t be wiped out on the say so of a fool posturing in a house doesn’t belong to him, doesn’t—’


Anger was making him babble. Shannon broke off, shaking his head. But already he had said too much. The big man in the doorway, his urbanity gone, his thin face dark with anger, looked beyond Shannon and gave a curt nod.


And the last Shannon remembered as a mighty blow drove him to his knees and lightning flared red, was the look in those wintry grey eyes, a look that followed him like his worst nightmare into infinite blackness.
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