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Shadow Peak


Drifter Reason Conant is sheltering in a cave from a fierce midwinter storm when a stranger bursts in on him, and Reason kills him in self-defence. Then he finds that the man’s horse has a bullet wound, his saddlebags contain a large amount of money but no provisions, and his canteen is filled with sand – someone had evidently not wanted the man to survive out in the wild.


Reason’s hunch that trouble is close by proves true when he is captured by Sheriff Kramer and his posse, and is accused of murdering the local newspaper editor. However, the newspaperman’s daughter Annie suspects that all is not what it seems when she finds evidence that her father had been about to reveal corruption among local officials – including Sheriff Kramer. And in the mean time, Reason Conant is about to be hanged for a murder he did not commit.
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The ages pass and men die fast.


But still the Tetons stood.


In stately silence to the last.


Wrought by no human hands.
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CHAPTER 1


The sky had been progressively gloomy with leadencoloured clouds, until, when near sunset, it was one huge dark-blue mass of rolling darkness: the wind had unexpectedly calmed and an unnatural lull, which so surely heralds a storm in these stormy regions, succeeded.


The peaks of the Teton Range; regal and imposing as they stood some seven thousand feet above the valley floor, casting their shadows over all below them.


The ravens were winging their way towards the shelter of the timber, and the coyote was seen trotting quickly to cover, conscious of the coming storm.


The black, menacing clouds seemed gradually to descend until they caressed the earth, and already the distant mountains were hidden to their very bases. A hollow susurrating swept through the bottom, but as yet not a branch stirred by wind; and the huge cottonwoods, with their leafless limbs, loomed like a line of ghosts through the heavy gloom. Knowing but too well what was coming, the drifter turned his horse towards the timber, which was about two miles distant. With pointed ears, and actually shuddering with fright, the horse was as eager as he was to shelter; but, before they had proceeded a third of the distance, with a deafening roar the tempest broke upon them. The clouds opened and the enormous hailstones, beating on Reason’s unprotected head and face, almost stunned him. In an instant his hunting shirt was soaked, and as instantly frozen hard; his horse was a mass of icicles. Jumping off his mount – for to ride was nearly impossible – he tore off the saddle blanket and covered his head. The animal, blinded with the sleet, its eyes actually with ice, turned its sterns to the storm, and, blown before it, made for cover. All his exertions to drive the animal to the shelter of the timber were useless. It was impossible to face the blizzard, which now brought with it clouds of driving snow; and perfect darkness soon set in.


Still the mount kept on, and the drifter was determined not to leave the animal, following, or rather being blown after it. His blanket, frozen stiff like a board, required all the strength of his numbed fingers to prevent it being carried away, and although it was no protection against the intense cold, he knew it would in some degree shelter him at night from the snow. In half an hour the ground was covered on the bare trail to the depth of several feet, and through this he floundered for a long time before the horse stopped. The trail was as bare as a lake, but one little tuft of greasewood bushes presented itself and here, turning from the storm, man and horse suddenly stopped and remained perfectly still. In vain he again attempted to turn towards the timber; huddled together, the horse would not move an inch and exhausted himself, seeing nothing before him but, as he thought, certain death, he sank down immediately behind the horse, and, covering his head with the blanket, crouched like a ball in the snow.


He would have started himself for the timber but it was pitch black, the wind drove clouds of frozen snow into his face, and the horse had so turned about in the trail that it was impossible to know the direction to take. Although he had some sense of direction about him, this was lost in the swirling cold and darkness. Even if he had reached the timber, his situation would have been scarcely improved, for the trees were scattered wide about over a narrow space and consequently afforded but little shelter. Even if the drifter had succeeded in finding firewood – by no means an easy task at any time, and still more difficult now that the ground was covered with three feet of snow – he was utterly unable to use his flint and steel to procure a light, since his fingers were like pieces of stone, and entirely without feeling.


He would not attempt to describe the way the wind roared over the trail that night, how the snow drove before it, covering Reason and his poor mount partly and how he lay there, feeling the blood freezing in his veins, his bones petrifying with icy blasts which seemed to pierce them. How for hours he remained with his head on his knees, the snow pressing it down like a weight of lead, expecting every instant to drop into a sleep from which it would be impossible to wake. How every now and then the horse would whimper aloud and fall down upon the snow, and then again struggle on to its legs. How all night long the piercing howl of wolves was borne upon the wind, which never for an instant abated its violence. Reason had passed many nights alone in the wilderness, and in a solitary camp had listened to the roaring upon him with perfect unconcern, but this night threw all his former experiences into the shade, and was marked with the blackest of stones in the letters of his journeys.


Once, late in the night, by keeping his hands buried in the breast of his hunting shirt and sheepskin-lined canvas jacket, he succeeded in restoring sufficient feeling into them to be able to strike a light. Fortuitously his pipe, which was made out of a huge piece of cottonwood bark, and capable of containing at least twelve ordinary pipefulls, was filled with tobacco to the brim and this he did believe kept him alive during the night, for he smoked and smoked until the pipe itself caught fire, and burned completely to the stem.


He was sinking into a pensive apathy when the horse began to shake itself and sneeze and snort, which Reason hailed as a good sign; a sign that they were still alive. The drifter attempted to lift his head and take a view of the weather. When with great difficulty he raised his head, all appeared dark as pitch, and it did not at first occur to him that he was buried deep in snow. But when he thrust his arm above a hole was thus made, through which he saw stars shining in the sky and the clouds fast clearing away. Making a sudden attempt to straighten his almost petrified back and limbs, the drifter rose but, unable to stand, fell forward in the snow, frightening the horse, which immediately started away. When he gained his legs he found that day was just breaking, a long grey line of light appearing over the belt of timber on the creek, and the clouds gradually rising from the east, allowing the stars to peep from patches of blue sky. Following the horse as soon as he gained the use of his limbs, and taking a last look at the perfect cave he had been trying to reach, he found he was in the timber and jumping on the horse, galloped back towards the cave, his original destination, his stomach groaning loudly from hunger pangs.




CHAPTER 2


A man could die out here; that much he had learned from the prior night’s storm.


That was not the first time the thought had occurred to Reason Conant as he eased his weary mount along the narrow, snow-packed mountain trail.


He crossed the stream below the pool, stepping agilely from stone to stone. Where the hillside touched the water, he dug up a shovelful of snow and dirt into his gold pan. He was always looking for the quick strike; he was not afraid of hard work, but would take good fortune over it.


He hunkered down in his sheepskin-lined canvas jacket and wished he had taken the time to replace the two rawhide ties that had come loose and eventually been lost, some weeks earlier. The icy wind knifed through the openings and found his shivering flesh beneath his woollen shirt and worn undershirt. The long johns he wore were frayed at the knees and his corduroy trousers were not thick enough to keep out the chill. He wore all the socks he owned – three pairs. He could hardly jam his feet into the worn and scuffed half-boots, but at least they were warm. Thick, buckskin mittens hid frozen hands.


He had tied a woollen scarf under his chin and covered the knot on top of his head with his battered old hat to keep his ears and head warm. But his face and mouth were so numb, he could not feel the tip of his nose or his lips.


He squatted down, holding the pan in his two hands, and partly immersing it in the stream just outside the entrance to the cave. Then he imparted to the pan a deft circular motion that sent the freezing water and snow sluicing in and out through the dirt, ice and gravel. Occasionally, to expedite matters, especially in this brutal cold, he rested the pan and with his fingers, frozen as there were, raked out large pebbles and pieces of rock.


The contents of the pan diminished rapidly until only fine dirt and the smallest icicles and bits of gravel remained. At this stage he began to work very deliberately and carefully. It was fine washing and if the weather had been better, he may have found something worth his effort.


As it was now the fury of the storm was increasing. The wind howled louder and stronger gusts set him swaying in the saddle of his plodding horse. A man’s imagination could so strange things in country like this, Reason thought, squinting at weird, wraith-like shapes flickering across his line of vision. He knew they were jagged rocks or bushes clinging to the steep, eroded sides of the mountains, distorted by swirling drifts of snow. But if a man was not careful, he could easily mistake one of them for some sort of animal or mythical creature looming before him and instinctively wrench the reins the wrong way, sending his horse plunging into space.


On the contrary, Reason Conant was used to the high country. He had been drifting around it for several years, going from job to job, dodging a little trouble occasionally, bending the law here and there, but managing to survive. He was an easy-going man, not too proud to bend his back to any job that paid honest dollars. Once in a while, he threw a wide loop, when his pockets were empty and his belly growling, but not too often. And when he did, he only took cattle to get himself a grubstake to see him through to the next country, where there might be work available.


That was why he had gotten himself caught on this high trail in the midst of a storm.


Things had been tough lately. He had not had a square meal for four days when he had met up with two hard cases who were preparing to run off some steers from a big ranch – the same one that had, earlier, thrown Reason off. He did not mind any rancher refusing work, for usually they gave him a meal and sometimes a bunk before sending him on his way. But this particular ranch had been run by a son of a bitch who had not only refused Reason work, but had turned loose his ramrod and two other tough rannies on him. They had worked him over before running him off. He had been thinking about getting even when he had chanced on the hard cases. Together, they had rustled twenty prime beeves and sold them to a shifty-eyed man in the Tetons who had paid about three cents in the dollar. It had been enough to buy Reason a saddlebag full of grub and some oats for his horse.


He had parted company with the hard cases and didn’t know that, later, they had been picked up by the county law and charged with rustling.


Reason Conant was also unaware that these same men, after being beaten and harassed by the rancher, had given his description to the sheriff who had circulated it throughout the whole of Utah and surrounding areas.


Even if he had known he might be picked up on a rustling charge, it would not have bothered Reason Conant right then. He was too intent on finding shelter to worry about anything else.


By now, he figured, he should be coming to flat ground – a ledge he had spotted earlier, before the snow had begun to fall heavily. He knew he was on the right trail, but it seemed a hell of a long time since he had left the canyon below and started up here. Of course, he should have waited out the storm below, instead of trying to go up and over at this time of year. But Reason Conant had figured to save time and hopefully to reach East Valley City, under the gloom of Shadow Peak in the Teton Mountains, not long after nightfall and so find some hot grub and a warm bed for the night.


It had been a mistake, obviously, but he had not expected a storm to blow up so swiftly. Now it was full dark and he was in one hell of a dangerous position. If the horse took one false step he would be finished. The snow was coming in thick, blinding swirls now, and he could not see more than a few feet in front of him. He hoped the horse could see the trail.


Suddenly, the animal started to whinny frantically, but the sound was cut short. Reason instinctively grabbed at the saddle horn and, even as he felt it begin to tilt wildly, cursed and started to kick his feet free of the stirrups. But then again, due to the cold, the leather of his boots was stiff and unyielding and would not free easily. He yelled as he felt the horse starting to go, then the white world of the snowstorm titled and spun eerily and he felt the rush of numbing, ice cold air as he plunged down through space, knowing with heart-hammering certainty that the horse had stepped off the mountain into oblivion.


The storm was not so cruel in East Valley City. Here the hills gave the small cow town some protection, cushioning the biting winds as they swept down from the high country. Lower foothills and the heavy timber also helped kill the blizzard winds, and by the time they reached the town, they were little more than annoying. This wasn’t to say, of course, that snowstorms did not swirl through the town and make life miserable for anybody who happened to be abroad.


Gus Lannan could attest to that. He shivered as he pulled his fur-lined canvas jacket tighter about his neck, turning up the collar and burrowing his head down. The brim of his hat was tugged low over his eyes and the tip of his nose felt as if it would snap clean off if he touched it. He hated high country winters and if the pay offered for this job had not been so blamed good, he would not have come to this godforsaken town to begin with.


But, with the law spreading like a plague throughout the West these days, a man of Lannan’s calling had to go where the jobs were. And it seemed that not too many people wanted a paid killer and gunfighter nowadays. So, when he received the mysterious letter calling him to East Valley City and offering big money, Lannan had saddled up and ridden in, despite the wintry weather. He would sure be glad to hit the sack tonight, he told himself, and snuggle down under some warm blankets – maybe with a saloon gal’s body alongside him for extra comfort and warmth. The thought excited him and he straightened in the saddle, momentarily ignoring the cold wind as he looked around for the rendezvous point. The letter had said to arrive after dark, but definitely before nine o’clock, and to watch for a man who would call him by name at the steepled, shingle-roofed church on the west side of town. Lannan could see the church spire rearing against the greyness of the lightly swirling snow, so he kneed his mount towards it, right hand loosening one of the rawhide ties of his jacket and pushing the front panel back, so that it caught behind the butt of the holstered gun on his hip.


The icy wind attacked him but Lannan was not taking any chances. Especially not in a strange town where he was meeting a stranger, whose letter had only promised a big deal and enclosed a bare hundred dollars for expenses.


He rode into the churchyard, barely glancing at the tilted, weathered headboards. Snow seemed to spit into his face and he swore as he wiped it from his eyes and mouth. The wind had changed and he ducked his head low, using his hat brim to shield his eyes, as sleet rattled mutedly against the canvas jacket. There was movement by the south corner of the church, to the left of the main door. Lannan’s Colt swept up smoothly and the click of the hammer going back to full cock could be heard even above the whine of the wind.


‘Call out, feller,’ he ordered quietly, reins in his left hand ready to spur his mount away at the first signs of a trap.


‘If you’re Gus Lannan, you got nothin’ to worry about, mister,’ a voice replied.


‘You leave the worryin’ to me. Step out where I can see you,’ ordered Lannan.


The man came out from the shadow of the church, hands held shoulder high. He was tall and beneath the bulky winter clothing, Lannan figured he was lean. The man’s face was hard to tell the difference, but Gus Lannan could see that it was narrow, iron-jawed, and the nose seemed to jut, throwing a dark shadow across his thin lips. He guessed the man to be in his late twenties, maybe slightly older. There was no weapon in evidence, although the bulge under the flap of his sheep-hide jacket could only be that of the butt of a gun.


‘I’m Lannan.’ The killer spoke up, not lowering his gun hammer. ‘If you’re the hombre I’m supposed to meet, you ought to have somethin’ for me.’


‘I’ll have to reach into my jacket for it,’ the man said nervously.


‘Go ahead, but take it slow and careful,’ Lannan replied. ‘I’m not one to wait for surprises … I’ll shoot first without worryin’ about the consequences.’


The man swallowed hard but obeyed, easing a slim oilskin package from his jacket and offering it to Lannan. The gunfighter reached down with his left hand and took it. The gun barrel jerked towards the porch of the church.


‘Lie down on your face – arms and legs spread.’


‘Like hell!’ protested the man. ‘There’s slush here.’


Gus Lannan walked his horse forward a step. ‘OK. I’ll just bounce my gun barrel off your head while I check the package.’


‘Whoa mister!’ the man said, jumping back suddenly. ‘No need for that. Look, I’ll lock my fingers on top of my head and wrap my legs around the porch post. OK? It’s too damn cold to lie down in that slush.’


‘All right,’ Lannan agreed and watched the man take up his position. When he was satisfied, he lowered his gun hammer and laid the Colt carefully across his thigh while he opened the oilskin and swiftly counted the money inside. He jerked his head up, shadowed face hard. ‘There’s only half here.’


The nervous man on the porch nodded awkwardly. ‘You get the other half when the job’s done. I’ll be waiting at the end of the lane; I’ll show you where with a fresh horse, saddlebags of grub and water canteens. All you gotta do is hit leather and vamoose.’


‘You better be there, you understand me, boy?’


‘I will. We want this job done proper, which is why we’re paying so well.’


Lannan smiled thinly. ‘So you ain’t the only one in it.’


‘That don’t concern you none,’ the man replied, without heat. ‘You just do the job, collect your money and be on your way. Your tracks will be covered in a couple of miles of snow.’


Lannan stiffened. ‘What? You mean to tell me that you want the job done tonight?’


The man puckered his brow. ‘Hell, yeah! Why would you think I stressed you had to be here by nine o’clock?’


‘Man, it’s freezin’! I want a warm bunk and a woman for the night. I’ll do the job tomorrow,’ Lannan countered.


The lean man on the porch shook his head. ‘It’s got to be tonight. Tomorrow will be too late.’


Lannan thought about it. ‘What would you’ve done if I hadn’t showed?’


‘I’d have had to do the chore myself, which would have been too risky. We want this hombre gunned down by a complete stranger, and that’s you, mister. His death can’t be connected with anyone in this town. So you shoot him, then you ransack the place and take the cash box – I’ll tell you where it is – and make it look like robbery. Oh! There’s a book, too.’


‘A book? What the hell …?’ Lannan began to protest.


‘It’s important. It’s black Morocco leather, corners brass bound with a filigreed brass lock. It’ll be with the cash box. If not, you’ll have to look for it.’


‘Uh-uh. There won’t be time for any big search. Once I shoot him, I want to get out and away as quick as I can,’ Lannan answered.


‘Sure, but he’s by himself. This storm will deaden the sound of the shot, and, anyway, it’s too cold for folk to come out to investigate. There will be time to look for the book.’


‘I would have asked for more money if I’d known. In fact, it ain’t too late.’


The man shook his head. ‘There’s no more. We raised every cent we could. That’s why we offered so much in the first place, Lannan.’


‘Yeah? Well, maybe I’ll look you up again. It sounds like you’re pullin’ a fast one on me; didn’t gimme all the details. I don’t like this kind of thing bein’ sprung on me, mister.’


‘Well, hell, mister, I couldn’t put all the details in that letter, I didn’t know who might get to see it,’ the man explained.


‘All right. I’m freezin’ my ass off sittin’ here. Let’s go get this lousy job done,’ Lannan shot back.


The man untangled himself from the porch post and led the way through the deserted town, where only a few lights burned dully behind drawn drapes. The smell of smoke was heavy and pungent from wood burning in fireplaces. The wind howled mournfully between the buildings. Snow swirled and created brief apparitions in the night. The man leading the way stopped in the mouth of an alley between a grain store and a saddlery shop. He pointed across the wide, slushy street towards a lighted building, where Lannan could see the vague shape of someone moving around behind the misted street-front window.
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