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The Hunting of Lope Gamboa


Texas Rangers Jack Carson and Eddie Brand have been hunting outlaw Lope Gamboa for some time without success, but when they ride into Yuma it seems their luck has changed.


An assignment of US gold is to be transported along the Oxbow route by Conestoga wagon and the Rangers are convinced that Gamboa will attempt to steal the gold.


As all factions close in on the lumbering Conestoga wagon, the trail leads inexorably to a bloody climax in the Gila desert.…
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PART ONE




PROLOGUE


They walked bare-headed through the heat with the sun beating down out of a searing white sky and the dust kicked up by their feet sticking to their moist skin and leaving an acrid touch and taste on their teeth. They walked fast but awkwardly on round-heeled cowboy boots, walking as if pursued by demons when behind them there was nothing but barren emptiness and the long slope up to the massive stone walls of the Yuma Penitentiary. The prison’s huge oak doors, iron bound and studded, were closed. If the two men chose to look back – God forbid, one of them had sworn when the other cast a glance his way – it would have been the first time in five years that they had seen those doors from the outside.


‘Your reputation arrived ahead of you,’ Adam Kade said when, heads swimming, mouths bone dry, they pulled off the the trail and sank down in the shade under scrawny trees. ‘When I heard I was getting out at the same time as Deakin Hood I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.’


‘Praise the Lord would be a better reaction,’ Hood said. ‘In the days and months ahead you’re going to need me.’


‘Is that a fact? Are you saying I’m privileged to be with a man who lifted a rock above his head and brought it down to smash a prison guard’s arm? A man who – so the story goes – preferred solitary confinement in the hole to the company of other men?’


‘I’m choosy,’ Hood said. ‘Mixing with degenerates is not my style.’


Kade chuckled. ‘Yeah, I can see how that would he a problem in a festering hell hole like Yuma Pen, but where does it put me?’


Hood was watching him with speculation.


‘Breaking a prison guard’s arm is as nothing when compared to smashing a chair over the prison governor’s head in his own office – which I hear is what you did when you were up for parole.’


Kade shrugged. ‘A serious mistake. Both of those acts should attract disbelief, not admiration. We blew it, Hood. Release for us both could have come in two years. Mindless violence meant we served the maximum term.’


‘That makes us two of a kind. And to get what we want, we need each other.’


‘That all depends,’ Kade said, ‘on what it is we want, and where we go from here.’


And suddenly he realized that by responding in that particular way he had not only accepted the truth in Hood’s flat statement, but had put himself shoulder to shoulder with the big man. What was that down to? His own foolishness? The strength of the other man’s personality? Or a recognition that on the outside he would struggle to survive on his own?


‘They kicked us out with just a couple of dollars between us, so now we need just about everything we can lay our hands on,’ Hood said, after a moment’s thought. ‘We need clothing, we need horses – we need weapons.’


‘Weapons first,’ Kade pointed out, ‘because without an iron on our hip we’re lions without teeth.’


Hood grinned. ‘Sure. Two dollars won’t buy what we need, so we must equip ourselves at the point of a gun.’ He turned to gaze into the shimmering distance. ‘Whatever we need, we need in a hurry – and the nearest town’s Yuma. So, in part answer to your question, where we go from here is Yuma.’


‘All right.’ Kade nodded slowly. ‘Look ahead fourteen hours. Now it’s midnight. We’re in Yuma, we’re armed, we’re clothed and fed and we’re mounted on the best horses we could find—’


‘You believe we can do all that?’


‘Oh yes. And I’ve a pretty good idea what we’re going to do when it’s done. I don’t know why you served time—’


‘I was convicted of a murder I didn’t commit.’


‘I killed a man,’ Kade said. ‘My justifiable plea of self-defence was laughed out of court.’


Hood’s state-grey eyes had hardened.


‘If we’re both telling the truth we served five years without any justification. We were wrongfully incarcerated. The lawmen who arrested us and the judges who slammed us in the big stone hoosegow will get away with it. They always do. But they’re small cogs in a big system headed by a man over there in Washington called Grover Cleveland.’


‘The president. Are you proposing to take on the whole of the United States?’


‘I’m about to begin nibbling away at the edges,’ Hood said. ‘There’s too much money in that system, not enough in my pocket. I’ve got a number floating around in my head. That’s the compensation I figure I’ve got coming to me for the time I spent in Yuma Pen. I know how to get it, where to get it, but right now—’


‘Right now,’ Adam Kade said, climbing to his feet and slapping at his dusty clothes, ‘we both need a couple of drinks: one to quench a terrible thirst, the other to set us up for what lies ahead.’




ONE


It was midday when Texas Rangers Frank Carson and Eddie Brand took the Yuma Crossing over the Colorado River, their horses’ hoofs rattling on the wooden bridge. They rode down into a town dozing in the oppressive heat. It would not come alive again until late afternoon, a situation which suited the rangers. After a two-week futile manhunt for a Mexican ’breed called Lope Gamboa that had taken them deep into Mexico then north into California they were ready for hot baths, close shaves and a meal of fried beef and eggs washed down with hot coffee. They had been dreaming of food that was cooked for them, didn’t stink of campfire woodsmoke, and was on steaming plates placed before them on a table spread with a clean white cloth.


‘Maybe too much to hope for,’ Carson said, ‘unless we book into Yuma’s classiest hotel.’


‘Already figured that out,’ Brand said, ‘which is why I’m looking for a greasy café – preferably one next door to a saloon. We came too close to ending up in a Mexican grave for my liking. I need something to put steel into my backbone before we continue the chase.’


‘My priority is a talk with the town marshal. His name’s Lars Sorensen. He rode in the army under Crook. That means he’ll have clashed with Geronimo. Lope Gamboa once rode with Geronimo.’


‘And you think Sorensen might know the ’breed’s habits, his old stamping grounds, and could maybe give us some pointers?’


‘It’s a chance. Or maybe I’m looking for sympathy, someone to tell me Gamboa’s a slippery customer, a cat with nine lives there’s not a hope in hell of catching.’


Brand grinned. ‘I’ll put my horse in the town barn later. I advise you to do the same when you’re finished with Sorensen. I don’t care what that fellow comes up with, tonight I’m sleeping in a soft bed.’


‘You’ve been wasting your time. Last I heard of Lope Gamboa, he was stealing horses from a ranch north of Gila Bend.’


‘Dammit.’


A flimsy wooden chair was creaking a protest under Carson’s big frame. His long legs were extended, his ankles crossed. A steaming cup of coffee was clasped in both hands. Fumes from the whiskey Lars Sorensen had splashed into the black java were strong enough to sting his eyes. He reached up, removed his dusty Stetson and dropped it on the floor at his side. With a yawn, he freed one hand and ran fingers through dark hair stiffened by days of desert riding in the hot sun.


He caught Sorensen watching him, and grinned ruefully.


‘Yeah, a hot bath’s high on the list of priorities. But first I need to pick your brains about Gamboa, this ’breed we’ve been hunting.’


Sorensen had his feet on the desk, his hands clasped behind his straggly grey hair. He was grimacing, as if mention of Gamboa had put a bad taste in his mouth.


‘Gamboa’s pure poison, a greaser who uses a knife to skin men alive. But I suppose you know that. He acquired rifles for the Indians, and for a time he rode with Geronimo. But his particular brand of treachery was too much for even the Apaches to stomach. When he saw them looking his way while sharpening their knives he slipped away from Geronimo’s band to save his own swarthy skin.’


Carson sipped his coffee, thought back over what he knew.


‘The rangers were after him for a string of atrocities committed against settlers in New Mexico when he was riding with a band of rogue Indians,’ Carson said. ‘Usual stuff, families slaughtered, buildings burnt down – but in one particular case a young boy went missing, presumed taken by that rogue band. This is going back some years, way before my time, and from what I’ve heard the rangers were at fault. They slipped up in some way. If they’d been sharper in reading signs that clearly spelled trouble, it’s possible lives would have been saved, that boy never separated from his family.’ He paused, frowning, then shrugged. ‘More recently, Gamboa got into a gunfight on the Tex-Mex border. A Texas Ranger was shot in the back.’


Sorensen grunted. ‘Which was like signing his own death warrant. That killing made him a marked man.’


‘It was known he’d then drifted north and west and fought with Geronimo and the Apaches in the Indian wars – which is back to what you’ve just confirmed. But then he disappeared, went off the map. Last year we picked up his scent again when his name was mentioned in connection with a bank raid in Tijuana.’


‘And you went after him?’


‘It was always a long shot. Distances are too great. There was also the problem of Gamboa’s marksmanship. Anyone who’d met him could verify that he was just about the best long-range shot with a rifle they’d ever seen; for anyone hunting him that meant there was always the possibility of a bullet coming silently out of the blue and ending the chase. As it happened, I don’t think we got close enough to him for even a long shot to be an option; me and my partner, we were chasing news that was always six months out of date.’


‘Until now.’


Over the rim of his cup, Carson gazed hopefully at the Yuma marshal.


‘That’s right. So what’s this about Gamboa stealing horses?’


Sorensen pulled a face, lazily uncrossed his ankles then crossed them in the other direction. Buying time to gather his thoughts, Carson judged, and suppressed a smile. How many times had he adopted the same tactic – particularly when tired?


‘I must be getting old,’ Sorensen said at last. ‘My memory’s playing tricks. I remember now, Gamboa was stealing horses, but when he’d got rid of them he moved on to do something much more interesting. You’re from Texas, so you’ve maybe not heard of a band of Arizona outlaws headed by two Irish brothers, Bren and Mick Coogan?’


‘I’ve heard the names. They’ve done nothing to get themselves into the history books.’


‘Not yet they haven’t. Tried to rob a couple of banks, without success, rustled some cows, sold stolen army rifles to the Apaches. But things could be about to change. Gamboa stealing those horses didn’t raise eyebrows, but word was he then drifted south and joined up with the Coogans. Not earth-shattering news on its own, but Gamboa teaming up with those Irish hellions when a Conestoga wagon is due to pass this way with a heap of cash on board has made a lot of folk mighty jittery.’


‘Cash?’


‘From the California gold fields. Don’t ask me what it’s for. My guess is it’s headed for Austin, or maybe all the way East to prop up Grover Cleveland’s government.’


‘And it’s being carried by Conestoga wagon?’


‘That’s right. For some damn reason it’s following the old Butterfield Overland Mail Trail – the Oxbow Route. Word I’ve got is it’s being pulled by an eight-mule team, Wes Bates at the livery barn’s got the job of tending to them when they stop over.’


‘Wouldn’t that cash be safer transported by railroad?’


‘Faster, for sure. Safer? – well, nothing’s ever one hundred per cent safe if there’s someone out there wants it badly enough.’


‘But it’s not your concern, surely? Once that wagon’s passed through Yuma it’s not your responsibility.’


Sorensen spread his hands.


‘I’m just answering your questions, feller. You mentioned Gamboa, he’s linked to the Coogans, and with this gold shipment about due the rumours are thicker than flies over dead meat.’


Carson nodded slowly.


‘Sure, and I thank you for that. Trouble is, it doesn’t put us any closer to Gamboa. He joined the Coogans south of Gila Bend. If that Butterfield coach is crossing Arizona, the Coogans – and Gamboa – could hit it anywhere between Yuma and the border with New Mexico.’


‘Always pleased to be of help to the Texas Rangers,’ Sorensen said, and with a grin he raised his coffee cup to Frank Carson.


By ten that night, Eddie Brand was feeling pleasantly mellow. He knew that others watching him might have a different opinion – perhaps considering him as drunk as a lord. They would be wrong and, in Brand’s learned opinion, not qualified to judge because a succession of full shot glasses swiftly upended had put them in exactly the same condition.


The saloon, at the upper end of Yuma’s main street and standing tall alongside a ramshackle café, was almost empty. Working men had come and gone. Anyone counting customers would find he had spare fingers on one hand. The saloonist, thin and mournful, had been polishing the same glass for ten minutes.


The cow puncher standing next to Brand at the bar, a man called Seeger whom the ranger had befriended early in the evening, cocked an eyebrow.


‘You see something funny?’


‘Everything’s funny, Seeg, but in partricular I find drunks expressing opinions about other drunks highly amusing.’


The ’puncher grinned. ‘You said “partricular”, Eddie. And nobody spoke, so which drunk’s been expressing an opinion?’


‘None in partricular,’ Brand said, and he stared at Seeger with such a solemn face that the ’puncher burst out laughing.


‘Eddie, my friend, I think it’s time you called it a night.’


Brand shook his head. ‘Texas Rangers never sleep.’


‘I thought that was the Pinkertons? I could be wrong. Anyway, your partner’s been and gone. By now he’ll be snoring.’


‘But others’, Brand said, ‘are just arriving,’ and he nudged Seeger’s elbow and nodded towards the door.


Two men had walked in from the street. And suddenly the room, already quiet, crackled with tension.


The first man in was over six feet tall and heavy with it, but walked with the grace of a dancer. The man behind him was shorter – though still tall – and if he had grace to match the bigger man’s it was the balance and poise of a bare-knuckle fighter. Those characteristics were immediately apparent despite the men’s obvious weariness. They were characteristics that spoke volumes about the men’s strength and potential, yet the implication that there was violence in their make-up was weakened in one unusual way.


‘No guns, no gun-belts,’ Brand said softly, ‘and no hats. What kind of men are these?’


‘I’d say they’re men recently released from the state penitentiary,’ Seeger said. ‘Looks like we’re about to find out, because they’re coming this way.’




TWO


The men with no hats and no guns walked across the sawdust together, but took up position at the bar on either side of Seeger and Eddie Brand. In the time it took them to do that, the other men in the saloon hastily drained their glasses and made for the street. When the door flapped behind the last man to leave, Seeger and Brand were alone with the new arrivals.


The saloonist hadn’t moved. His face, however, had gone from mournful to grave, his eyes from distant to watchful.


From the saloonist the two big men ordered beer. They drank that first glass down in one long draught, and ordered a second. That swiftly followed the first. Then they put down their glasses and turned so that their backs were to the bar.


‘I reckon you were thirsty,’ Brand said, suddenly appreciating just how drunk he was. ‘I guess it’s been a long, hard day.’


‘You could say that,’ said the big man standing next to Brand. ‘On the other hand, you could say a day’s happenings are never clear until it’s over – and this one’s far from done.’


‘Not a lot a man can do at night,’ Seeger the cowman said, ‘unless he’s riding herd.’


The man alongside Seeger, the man with the poise of a bare-knuckle fighter, smiled pleasantly but spoke with menace.


‘At night a man can act in a way that in daylight he’d find too risky, or just too damn dangerous,’ he said.


And with a movement too swift for the eye to follow he slipped Seeger’s six-gun from its holster and held it to the ’puncher’s head. In the same movement he eased back the hammer with an oily snick. Cruelly, he twisted the pistol’s butt, pressing with the heel of his hand. The ring of the muzzle bored into Seeger’s temple.


The haggard, mournful saloonist stepped forward and banged down the glass he had been polishing to a jewel-like sheen. Suddenly his hands were below the level of the bar. His sunken eyes were as hard as agate.


‘Enough,’ he said, in a voice that rasped like dry gravel. ‘Take your trouble out in the street, all of you, or I pull this trigger and cut someone in half.’


‘You cut me in half, this boy here’s dead,’ said the man holding Seeger’s pistol to its owner’s head. He flashed a cruel grin. ‘Could be he’s dead anyway, unless we get instant co-operation.’


‘We need horses, guns, and that cash you keep in a cigar box behind the bar.’


The big man standing beside Eddie Brand had spoken for the first time. His demands brought the saloonist’s head around, narrowed his eyes. At the same time, with lazy efficiency, the big man dipped a hand and lifted Brand’s six-gun from its holster.


Brand, feeling the hard liquor as a dull ache behind his eyes, reacted without thinking. He felt the pistol catch leather as it was lifted. Heard the snick as the big man lugged it free. Felt the sharp contact with cold steel as the foresight hit his elbow on the way up. Then he spun on heel and toe. He whipped his right arm backwards at waist level. His elbow drove like a piston into the big man’s belly.


It was like hitting ridged oak. The big man took a light step backwards, up on his toes. Brand waited for him to fall, then looked at him in disbelief as he sucked in a deep breath and shook his head in obvious amusement. Out of the corner of his eye Brand saw the pistol flick away from the man’s side. But now the strong drink was weighing heavily in his limbs. Warning bells rang. A belated signal left his brain. Before hands could lift to parry the blow or legs carry him out of danger, the pistol struck. Glittering in the weak lamplight, it cracked against the side of Brand’s head.
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