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Raking Hell


 


A body is wrapped in a bloodstained horse-blanket and a farmer admits to the gruesome crime, but with good reason.


Now the sheriff has to decide, does he arrest or protect the guilty man when eight men come looking to settle the score? And how will this impact on the town the sheriff has taken an oath to protect?


This is a gritty story of judgment, consequence and the promise of retribution. It is also the story of one man – Sheriff Will Price – who is prepared to go raking hell to fulfil his pledge. . . .
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Chapter 1


 


With Forethought and Malice


 


Monday 3 June 1878 – Just Before Noon


 


The body was wrapped in a horse blanket stained dark with blood and tied tight by rope around the feet, waist, and neck. The binding with its neat knots drew the heavy brown fabric into the shape of a big solid man and, as the corpse was pulled from the horse, the weight came upon the three deputy sheriffs by surprise. One stumbled backwards and fell unceremoniously upon his backside in the dirt. He got up quickly, dusted himself down, then looked around with embarrassment but no one was paying him any attention. All their eyes were on the large body that now lay upon the ground, a macabre sight, still bent in the middle from where it had hung across the horse for its journey to Eureka Falls. It now seemed to be half sitting in the road outside the sheriff’s office, legs outstretched, head and shoulders leaning back as if ready to lie down and sleep.


The crowd continued to stare upon this peculiar sight as a young boy asked his mother for an explanation but received none. He asked again, curious and enquiring, what was it they were looking at?


‘Quiet, child,’ came the stern reply.


The admonished youngster pressed his face against the folds of his mother’s dress and bit at his thumb as the sheriff stepped from his office to gaze down upon the bound figure.


‘Jeezus,’ he said under his breath. ‘Lonny, get the undertaker.’


The deputy’s eyes glanced up in acknowledgement before he turned and started to walk up the street.


‘Quick, Lonny.’


The deputy slowly quickened his pace into a lazy run towards John W. Wilks & Son, Funeral Directors of Eureka Falls.


‘Nothing to see here folks,’ said the sheriff. ‘You should all go about your business and let me and the deputies deal with this.’ He looked down at the young boy, then to the mother. ‘And this is no exhibition for youngsters.’


The mother turned, her hand behind the head of the child, guiding him away as the onlookers slowly dispersed. But they did so while glancing back and bumping into each other.


‘Who is he?’ asked Sheriff Will Price of the two remaining deputies while his eyes remained fixed on the corpse.


‘Victor Kerry,’ came the reply, but not from either of the deputies.


The sheriff had to step off the veranda to see that the voice had come from behind the three tethered horses. ‘And you?’


‘Joseph Bunny.’


‘You care to explain, Mr Bunny?’


‘Not a lot to explain,’ said the lean man with the knotted veins in his sinewy arms. ‘This is the body of Victor Kerry. I killed him yesterday, before noon, then wrapped him up in one of his blankets and bought him into Eureka Falls on his horse to turn him over to the law. He is now your property.’


‘Why Eureka Falls?’


‘It was where Kerry was heading so I completed the journey for him.’


The sheriff looked around at the loitering crowd, their faces showing keen interest in the conversation they were straining to hear. ‘I think you better come into the office, Mr Bunny, and tell me exactly what happened. I take it, it was self-defence?’


Joseph Bunny continued to ease the harness on one of the horses, pulling down on the belly-strap as the leather made a stretching sound before the brass buckle clinked and released. He patted his hand against the tan rump of the horse then rubbed it gently in a circle.


‘Nope. Not self-defence. I killed Victor Kerry with forethought and malice.’









Chapter 2


 


A Diamond Ink Mark


 


Monday 3 June 1878 – Noon


 


‘Where are you from, Mr Bunny?’


‘Can I sit?’


‘Yes, you can sit.’


Joseph Bunny wiped his hand across the seat. ‘Dust,’ he said as he sat, his hands showing grazed knuckles and dried blood.


‘Where are you from?’ repeated the sheriff.


‘Over near Lake, back in the valley, east near the plains towards Cheyenne Wells a little. Near—’


Sheriff Will Price interrupted. ‘I know the country, so what are you doing down here on this side of the mountains?’


Bunny leant back in the chair, shifting his weight as he settled and relaxed. ‘I’m only in your neck of the woods because that’s where Victor Kerry was heading. Had he gone west to Crowley, then I’d be speaking to the sheriff there.’


‘Your occupation?’


‘Farmer. Just a small property but enough for one man. Cattle, sheep’ – Joseph Bunny gave a faint grin – ‘and pigs.’


‘You find this amusing?’


‘Nope, not particularly.’ Bunny stretched out a leg and placed a hand on his knee and began to rub in small circles. ‘You know who I am; you know where I am from; you now know what I do for a living, but it seems like a lot of beating around the bush. So, let me answer the questions you seem reluctant to ask.’ He bent then straightened his leg as the knee cracked. ‘That doesn’t sound good does it? Sometimes I swear it squeaks when I walk, specially on early mornings when the air is cold.’


Sheriff Price said nothing as he leant back against the edge of his desk but the tight grip of his knuckles showed his annoyance with the man before him, and Joseph Bunny noticed.


‘I tracked Kerry south down the Big Sandy Creek,’ said Bunny his voice calm and even. ‘Thought he was heading for Lamar at first. He didn’t know I was on his trail and was riding slow and leaving clear tracks. I caught up with him the night before last and got him by complete surprise. He’d been drinking a little, corn liquor from a jug, and that made it easier I guess but I still had to take him on, head to head.’ Bunny stretched out the other leg. ‘This knee is fine; it’s just the right one that gives me trouble. Lucky I guess that it’s not the other way round or I’d never get on or off my horse.’


The sheriff’s knuckles strained white. Bunny grinned just a little.


‘I killed Victor Kerry because he killed my brother’s wife, Heather Bunny, week ago Tuesday. She has the farm next to mine and when I got back from fixing a fence up the valley I went over to see her. Found her in the back room just before she died.’ Bunny spoke slowly and the grin was gone from his face. ‘She had been forced upon and was bleeding real bad. Kerry had tried to strangle her after the act as well as hitting her on the side of the head with an oil lamp. I thought at first she was going to survive, but then she just seemed to give up after telling me what happened.’ Bunny shook his head. ‘Maybe it was the shame of it all. It left her with no dignity and our Heather was a lady with pride.’ Joseph Bunny looked up at Sheriff Will Price, his eyes cold and grim. ‘She was also a good farmer. A better one than my brother.’


‘How did you know it was Kerry who did it?’


‘Ain’t too many men that look like Kerry; besides, Heather saw the ink mark on the back of his right hand, a diamond and the word, Moose. I believe that’s what he is called by his associates and I guess it’s because he’s as big as a moose.’ The slight grin returned. ‘There’s a scarcity of men who look like Victor Kerry with a diamond on the back of the hand and the word Moose. It was him all right, of that there is no doubt.’


The sheriff nodded as he moved his weight and crossed his legs, his grip on the desk relaxing a little. ‘So, how—’


Bunny noticed the sheriff’s stance before he replied. ‘How did I know where he was going, so I could follow?’


The sheriff nodded again.


‘I went to the sheriff of Lake City and told him what our Heather had told me. He knew of Kerry and had seen him that day getting drunk, so he and his deputies checked out the saloons but they couldn’t find him. The next morning he was seen at the back of Stanley’s Livery Stables, still drunk and trying to saddle his horse to leave. I felt relieved that they had got him and was ready to head home, but the sheriff said I should stay, to give evidence.’


‘So what happened?’


Bunny leant forward. ‘Some people got cold feet. Victor Kerry has powerful friends and the good leaders at Lake felt the chill, especially the mayor who told the sheriff to let Kerry go. He said Lake didn’t need or want any trouble.’


Will frowned in disbelief. ‘And?’


Bunny slumped back into the chair in silence.


Sheriff Will Price asked again. ‘And then what happened?’


‘Kerry rode out of town a free man and justice rode out with him, while I went back to my property. But I didn’t stay. I took my good horse and one of Heather’s, packed enough supplies for ten days and set out after him on my own.’ Joseph Bunny shrugged his shoulders. ‘And I caught up with him and killed him. That’s it.’


The sheriff spread his fingers on the edge of the desk and looked around the office not wanting to make eye contact. His feet scraped against the floor as he drew himself upright to stand. ‘Is that it?’


‘Yep.’


Sheriff Will Price shook his head, his eyes still avoiding him.


Bunny stood, slowly flexing his right leg three times before he put his weight on his foot. ‘Sheriff, you look a little confused. Why don’t you telegraph the sheriff at Lake and tell him I arrived on your doorstep with the body of Victor Kerry and that you want to verify my story of the rape and murder of my sister-in-law. That will give me a chance to water the horses, wash up and rest my knees.’ He leant down and rubbed his right knee. ‘That’s unless you want to lock me up straight away but I’m not planning on going anywhere, so you’ve got plenty of time.’


The sheriff looked uneasy but nodded. ‘I’ll do that, Mr Bunny, that’s exactly what I’ll do. I’ll also have you hand over all weapons, and your horses are to be impounded in our stables. One of my deputies will show you where. You are not to leave town and you are to be available at any time I need to speak to you.’


‘So you’re not going to lock me up?’ Bunny looked down the narrow passage towards the back of the office where a small single iron cage was located. It was full of furniture along with a mop, bucket and broom. ‘I’ll clean it out for you, if you want?’


‘That won’t be necessary, for the time being.’


 


Why Sheriff Will Price never arrested and locked-up Joseph Bunny for the murder of Victor Kerry has never been fully explained. After all, Bunny had confessed to what he had done, but Will Price always did things his way and was never one to explain why, even to the mayor. Maybe it was the circumstance – a simple farmer avenging the brutal murder of a close relative. Or maybe it was just the size of Victor Kerry against that of Joseph Bunny. Kerry was a bear of man, while Joseph Bunny was lean and of medium build. To take on Kerry would have required a high degree of courage no matter what the reason.


Then there are those few men who knew Sheriff Will Price well and may have offered another reason. The sheriff of Eureka Falls had a good nose for judging men and a keen sense of justice, and maybe he thought justice had been delivered and that it didn’t need a court of law to tell him that. But for whatever reason, the sheriff let Joseph Bunny, who had admitted to the murder of Victor Kerry, go and water his horses.









Chapter 3


 


Who Was Victor Kerry?


 


Monday 3 June 1878 – Early Afternoon


 


The sheriff dipped the nib of the pen into the ink well and began writing on the yellow telegraph pad.


 


To the Sheriff of Lake City


From the Sheriff of Eureka Falls


This day Mr Joseph Bunny a citizen of near Lake City arrived at Eureka Falls with the body of Victor Kerry. In investigating the circumstances surrounding Kerry’s death I request any information that may have a bearing on the situation. Your earliest response would be appreciated.


Will Price


 


The telegraph clerk read over the page, counting each word with the point of his pencil that left small dots on the form, before he scribbled the number of words in the box at the bottom of the page, along with the date. ‘I guess you want this sent as a priority?’


‘I do, thank you, Aubin.’


‘I can mark it urgent.’


‘I don’t know if it’s. . . .’ The sheriff paused, silent in thought for a moment as he placed the pen back in its holder. ‘That would be fine, Aubin. Urgent.’


‘Means they not only get it quicker but that they also answer quicker,’ said the telegraph clerk as he pencilled the word urgent in bold letters at the top of the form.


The sheriff nodded in agreement and when he returned to his office he took Deputy Logan Pitkin to one side away from the other two young deputies. ‘Lon, does the name Victor Kerry mean anything to you?’


‘No. Should it?’


‘It was the body that was bought in by Mr Bunny. He says Victor Kerry murdered his brother’s wife last week. Seems he tracked him down then killed him.’


The deputy let out a ‘phew’ sound in amazement. ‘On his own?’


‘Seems so,’ said the sheriff, keeping his voice low.


‘How?’ asked the deputy.


‘Didn’t say but I expect he shot him.’


‘Expect so,’ repeated Deputy Pitkin. ‘Need a buffalo gun though. That was a big man wrapped in that horse blanket. It put Doogan on his rump when we were getting him down.’ The deputy smiled.


‘Lon, I want you to sit down and go through the Law and Order Gazettes and see if you can find the name Victor Kerry, or the nickname Moose, Moose Kerry.’


The deputy turned to leave, eager to start.


‘Just wait, Lonny.’


Pitkin turned back to face the sheriff with a look of having been chastized.


‘I don’t want rush, I want accuracy.’


The deputy went to speak but the sheriff kept talking. ‘Also I want you to search out if there is any mention in the gazettes about any group or gang that uses a diamond as their motif.’


‘Motif?’ The deputy seemed confused.


‘Decoration. Seems Victor Kerry has a diamond-shaped ink mark on the back of his right hand.’


The deputy was nodding his head vigorously.


The sheriff caught his deputy’s eye. ‘Accuracy, Lon, remember accuracy. Now, you can use my desk, it has more space to spread out the gazettes.’


The deputy showed his delight at getting to sit at the sheriff’s desk then wrinkled his brow. ‘Where are you going to sit?’


‘I’m going up to see Cyril Wilks. I want to find out the cause of death of Victor Kerry and get his height and weight. I also want to see this diamond mark.’


‘When is he going to be buried?’ asked the deputy.


‘Don’t know yet, I’ll talk to Cyril. Seems he was killed yesterday, just before noon, so no hurry. Don’t know if someone will want to collect the body.’


‘You think someone might come for the body?’


Will Price rubbed two fingers across the groove in his chin. ‘Maybe, maybe not, but before we either release or bury Victor Kerry I want to know who are his powerful friends.’


‘Powerful friends?’ repeated Deputy Sheriff Lonny Pitkin.


But the sheriff didn’t answer as he grabbed his hat and opened the door to leave. He was a man with urgency in his pace.









Chapter 4


 


A Gruesome Death


 


Monday 3 June 1878 – Mid Afternoon


 


The sheriff’s mind was preoccupied with thoughts of Joseph Bunny and Victor Kerry and didn’t hear Cyril Wilks, the Eureka Fall’s undertaker, calling. ‘Sheriff, Sheriff.’


Sheriff Will Price kept walking, head down, shoulders hunched forward, his pace quick.


‘Sheriff,’ called Wilks again from the far side of the street, as he broke into a run of short quick steps.


The sheriff looked up just as Wilks’s hat fell from his head. The short round man stopped, put his hand on his bald head then looked around for his hat, now directly behind him and lying on the ground.


‘Cyril, I’m on my way to see you.’


‘And me to see you, Will.’ The undertaker was flustered and now out of breath.


The sheriff picked up Wilks’s hat. ‘Is it important?’


‘It is.’ Cyril was panting in small sharp breaths.


Will Price waited for Wilks to elaborate but there was just silence. ‘You going to tell me why, Cyril?’


Wilks looked around at two women with their small children, who were standing on the boardwalk in front of the haberdashery store and watching. ‘Best done back at my office,’ he said, keeping his voice low.


‘Is it to do with the body?’ The sheriff now looked towards the women and also lowered his voice. ‘The body that arrived in the horse blanket?’


‘Yes it is.’


The sheriff handed the undertaker his hat. ‘Your office then, Cyril.’


‘Mervan is there too.’


‘Merv Larson?’


‘Yes, he sent me to get you,’ said Cyril. ‘I called him in to inspect the body and determine the cause of death. As soon as he saw, he said I should get you immediately.’ Wilks put his hat on his head, his face still flushed. ‘Grisly business. Never seen anything like it in my life.’


Merv Larson was the town physician – an elderly man who had seen death in all its forms over his long years in practice. When younger he had worked on ships that sailed from the length of the east coast and beyond, into English and French ports delivering cargo – mostly cotton and later treacle from way down south.


‘Huge vats of the stuff,’ he had told Will. ‘Weighed a ton and could kill a man if they came free in a heavy sea.’


And Merv had amputated appendages when at sea – fingers, hands, feet, arms and legs from cargo mishaps. Sometimes doing his grisly business in the hole of a heaving ship under the light of a swinging lamp, to free a sailor who had become pinned between the cargo and the bulkhead. It was this knowledge that had made him invaluable as a battlefield surgeon when in 1862 General ‘Old Brains’ Halleck recruited him and put him to work.


During the Vicksburg Campaign he had spent six weeks amputating limbs where lead shot had smashed and splintered bones, to leave arms and legs twisted and hanging limp and lifeless. Then, after that, when Confederate General John Pemberton surrendered, to heap 30,000 prisoners of war upon the thin means of the small band of physicians. By war’s end he had seen every possible wound and every echelon of suffering, so he headed west in search of the quiet life and stumbled upon Eureka Falls.


‘Doc,’ said Will, as he pushed the brim of his hat up an inch in the dim light of the undertaker’s office.


‘Sheriff,’ responded Mervan who was seated at Cyril’s desk, filling out a form. ‘Be with you in a minute, just need to finish this.’


When Mervan placed down the pen and stood, Will could see that he had an apron on, the top half had been untied from around the neck to now hang from the waist. ‘Cyril says you wanted to see me. Immediately.’


‘Yes, you better come and have a look at this, Will.’


The large room at the back of the office was cold and dark except for the yellow glow of the oil lamp that hung above a table. Silhouetted on the flat bench was the figure of a large man on his back with his feet hanging well over the end, making the table look short and small. The body was naked but covered from the waist down by a cloth, the face showing a full beard.


‘Big man,’ said the sheriff.


‘Yep, six foot seven and half inches and weighing over three hundred pounds.’


Will tilted his hat back again so that he could see a little better. ‘I believe he’s got a mark on the back of his hand. An ink mark.’


‘That’s right. Here,’ said the physician, as he pointed to the right hand, ‘a diamond, along with the word Moose.’


Will leant in close to take a look, then slowly stepped back to view the huge body. ‘Not someone you would want to pick a fight with, eh?’


‘No,’ agreed Mervan. ‘He’s a goliath.’


‘So how did he die? I take it he was shot but I can’t see any marks or any blood?’


‘Well, he has been cleaned up. There was plenty of blood, but no marks on the upper body where you’d expect a man of this size to be shot. And I would have thought more than one shot would have been required, even with these modern cartridges. I’d say two or three at least but there was none.’


‘So how did he die?’


‘Well, he bled to death.’


‘From what wound?’


The undertaker stood silent and motionless next to Mervan, his face grim.


‘Down low; I’ll show you.’ Mervan pulled the cloth from the body and handed to Cyril who took it and began to fold it neatly.


The sheriff leaned in close to inspect the lower part of the body as Mervan pulled the overhead lamp to the side to cast a better light.’


‘Jeez,’ said the sheriff. ‘Jeezus, he’s been castrated.’


‘No, it’s more than that. He’s had everything removed, all of the genitalia, and do you know why I know he’s had everything removed?’


Will nodded his head. ‘I can see. There’s nothing there.’


‘Yep, that too, but Cyril found it all in the pocket of his jacket, wrapped real neat, in grease paper.’


‘Jeezus,’ repeated the sheriff.


‘You want to see?’ asked Cyril, the folded cloth now hanging across his arm.


‘Hell, no. I’ll take your word for it.’


‘It must have been a gruesome death,’ said the physician. ‘Question is, who would be so brave or foolish to try to do such a thing to a man of this size? And I have to tell you; the cut is as neat as you would like to see. This has been done by a skilful man, someone who butchers their own livestock, I’d say.’


The sheriff stepped back and nodded. ‘Cattle, sheep—’ He paused and then said, ‘Pigs.’


Mervan nodded in agreement. ‘You know him?’


‘Yeah, met him this morning – a farmer from over near Lake City by the name of Joseph Bunny.’
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