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Chace Hexx


 


At the age of twenty-eight, Chace Hexx is in danger of letting life pass him by. Drifting from ranch to ranch, he hones his skills with guns, horses and cattle, but to what purpose? Then, out of the blue, a proposition is made by a friend who turns out to be something rather different. Gunplay, tragedy, murder and disaster suddenly give Chace a new purpose in life. Vengeance is sweet, but the most dangerous task still lies ahead. All his skills are going to be needed searching from Arizona to Colorado, where he falls for a pretty young widow who adds a whole new bunch of problems to his overburdened shoulders. Is there no end to it?
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Chapter 1


 


Chace Hexx was perched on the livery-yard fence. There was a distant glaze across his eyes. A plug of tobacco sat in his hand, but his mind wasn’t focused. Although the corral rail was not physically uncomfortable to sit on, after a year of casual work at the livery, Chace knew it was time to make a move. He rolled the tobacco into a paper and struck a match on his boot. Flies buzzed round his head. It was late summer, but the afternoon sun was still hot on his back. He blew a stream of smoke into the air. He was dreaming of lush green pasture a million miles from dry and dusty Arizona, being grazed by a herd of beef – his own verdant pasture and his own fine beeves. The smoke swirled and disappeared, and the dream with it. Trouble was, he’d slipped into a lazy life. The livery wages were nothing to shout about, nothing that was going to be enough to turn dreams into reality, but board and lodging was all in, and a kind of lethargy had settled on him. At twenty-eight, he was literally on the fence between having an easy time and feeling he should make something of his life. And there was an attraction in staying at the livery: Roseanne, the livery owner’s daughter, brightened anybody’s day with her disarming smile, gleaming chestnut hair and happy disposition. She was just twenty-one and had plenty of admirers in the town. Chace hadn’t promoted himself to Roseanne and there was nothing romantic between them, but he wished there might be.


Roseanne was calling him. ‘Chace! Chace Hexx!’


Over the years he’d drifted further and further westwards. Now he’d pitched up in Benton, a dreary sprawl of sun-baked town somewhere west of the line separating the territories of Arizona and New Mexico. Benton had started life as nothing more than a shamble of low timber supply buildings serving the huge cattle industry that was spreading across the region. With growing prosperity the buildings in Main Street were acquiring tall false fronts and fancy signs, although a couple of saloons did get a genuine second floor and call themselves hotels. Benton was developing into a small township.


Like many of the local cowboys and ranch hands, Chace found his entertainment in the saloons, but he was never tempted to join the hopeful fools, gambling away their last few dollars, stupidly trying to outwit the pasteboard artists cleverly dealing cards off the bottom of the deck. Chace could never fathom how these workers were so gullible. The year had passed quickly since he started working at the livery. It was a temporary job while he pondered his next move, but he felt no particular incentive to go somewhere else. In fact a kind of local plan was already forming in his mind. Maybe he’d pluck up the courage to find a way of becoming a partner in the livery – that way he might make enough money to buy a ranch. Benton Livery was a good business, and he got on well with Roseanne. In any case, opportunities always drifted in and out of shanty towns, just as he had done himself. Something would turn up, and if he liked the look of it, he might be tempted.


‘Chace! Where are you? I need your help.’


Roseanne was calling from the hay loft. Chace extinguished the end of his smoke and slid off the corral fence. He walked round the back of the barn. Roseanne was standing just off the top of the ladder, arms akimbo, one leg planted firmly on a golden bale. Even in the shadows of the hay loft, her chestnut hair gleamed and her hazel eyes sparkled. But her posture was a clear indication that Chace was about to be given a task.


‘Yeah?’ Chace replied, off hand.


Roseanne frowned at Chace’s nonchalance. ‘Come up here, can you?’


He climbed the ladder. ‘I suppose you want me to move all those bales down to the barn?’


She nodded, smiled at him, and began to descend the ladder. She paused half-way down and looked up. ‘It’ll keep you occupied, for a while anyway, Mr Drifter.’


Chace laughed, and watched her complete her descent. Drifting was one thing, taking orders from such a young woman, however much she flashed her sparkling eyes at him, was quite another. It gave Chace a thrill when she turned her attention on him, but at the same time, her playful use of ‘Mr Drifter’ cut him more than she knew. He didn’t need reminding.


In the little town in Georgia where he had spent a carefree childhood, Chace, like any young lad, had always been wary of the attractions of the opposite sex. That was until the soldiers started arriving from all directions. There’d been grey uniforms one day, dark blue uniforms the next. Then a hotch-potch of men in everyday wear with all kinds of strange get-ups, so you couldn’t tell which side they were on. In a matter of weeks, his young life had changed from happy-go-lucky do-as-you-please, to a nightmare of fear and loathing. Whatever the uniform’s colour, or even if there was no uniform at all, a child’s eyes cannot forget witnessed atrocities.


In the final year of the war, at the age of seventeen, Chace had signed up for General Lee. His part in the endgame gave him three things: skill on a horse, a taste for guns, and a legacy of horrific nightmares. He blanked out other memories, preferring not to recall the things that happened in those months before the treaties were signed, but his life was changed forever.


Going home after the ignominy of Confederate defeat, he stared at the blackened carcass of a forgotten childhood. Confronting the disaster of a war-shattered town, littered with destroyed lives and dead relatives, he regretted ever going back. He had found practically nothing in the burnt-out shell of his own home, except an ash-heap of memories.


Without a backward glance, he had mounted up and ridden out. From that moment on, he had drifted further and further west, sinking deeper and deeper into a pointless life of occasional work, punctuated by bouts of depression. Nothing changed. Occasionally he would dream that everything was as it used to be, a happy home, a happy childhood. But on waking it all evaporated. More usually he had recurring nightmares of being over-run by hordes of dark-blue uniforms, dreaming his Enfield rifle had turned into a useless hayfork. He would thrust and parry but was stabbed so many times with bayonets, and shot through with screaming balls of hot lead, that he would wake in a cold sweat with a stinging sensation in his arms and legs.


Being skilled on a horse and handy with a gun, Chace found work easily as an itinerant cowhand. But the life was hard and seasonal, and he made few friends, always preferring to keep himself to himself. For that reason, he was never popular. He frequently moved on for a change of scenery and to escape the disdain of his fellows. He never looked back. For entertainment he drank occasionally, and he did sometimes play cards, like any other cowhand – but he was too intelligent to be sucked into a life of drunkenness and gambling. All these jumbled memories frequently haunted him, but hard physical work at Benton Livery prevented him dwelling on the past. He knew something better would turn up. Perhaps this would be the day.


As he was swinging another bale towards the hoist he could hear voices down in the yard. He recognized them: it was Roseanne talking to a cowpoke by the name of Tom Purdy. Tom worked out at the Crossed C’s ranch, a big spread a few miles south of Benton. He was a frequent visitor to the livery and spent a lot of time gossiping with Roseanne, as did so many of the male visitors to the livery. Chace had enjoyed a few evenings with Tom in the saloon.


‘He’s round here in the hay loft,’ Roseanne was saying. ‘I hope you’re not going to try and lure him away, Tom. We need him here. He’s a good worker. He’s strong, and does pretty much anything I say without question.’


Tom laughed. ‘Show me a man who wouldn’t!’


Roseanne blushed to the roots of her hair. ‘Don’t you tease me, Tom Purdy!’


‘Isn’t it time you chose a man to marry?’ Tom insisted, with playful humour. He caught Roseanne by the arm and smiled. ‘You know everyone loves you to bits.’


‘I know,’ she agreed. ‘You’re all butter in a hot frying pan.’


‘Trouble is, we’re a bit short-handed on the ranch. We need more men who are used to dealing with cattle. I think Chace might have that skill.’


Roseanne waved her arm in a defiant gesture. ‘Well, it’ll cost you if you take him away. Pa won’t give him up without something in return.’


They had reached the ladder and Chace’s interest in their conversation was growing. Roseanne called up to him. ‘Chace, there’s someone wants to see you.’


‘Can I come up?’ Tom asked.


Chace nodded. Tom climbed up and Roseanne left them to it.


Tom guided Chace into the very back of the loft and spoke in a hushed voice. ‘I have a feeling you might have experience as a cowhand, am I right?’


Chace hesitated. He stared for a moment into Tom’s deep blue eyes. They were sincere, without guile, friendly. Chace was intrigued. ‘Maybe.’


‘Can you handle a gun? Well, I know you can. Let’s not whistle in the wind. Rosie told me you’ve got a six-gun and a rifle in your bunkhouse. I’m taking a chance talking to you like this, Chace. Each time I’ve come into the livery I’ve been watching you, and we’ve got to know each other quite well . . .’


‘Yes, we have . . .’


‘I’m a pretty good judge of character and I think I can trust you.’


‘Trust me?’ Chace repeated, puzzled. ‘To do what?’


‘Stand on the right side of the law, for one thing.’


‘And for another?’


Tom paused and drew a deep breath. ‘Bring a vicious gang to justice.’


‘What?’ Chace wondered, with incredulity. ‘Part of a posse?’ He paused, but Tom remained silent. ‘You don’t mean just us?’


Tom nodded his head slowly.


Chace was bewildered. ‘But you’re working out at Mr Winthrop’s ranch, aren’t you?’


‘I am,’ said Tom, ‘but I’ve been biding my time as a cowboy waiting for the right moment to make my move.’


‘And I’m guessing that means now.’


Tom held up his hand. ‘Keep your voice down, Chace. There are ears everywhere.’


‘You don’t mean Roseanne and her pa?’


‘No, of course not, but what people don’t know they can’t repeat. What I’m about to tell you mustn’t go any further. Now listen up good.’


Tom laid it out for Chace.


‘Mr Winthrop owns a lot of Benton like it’s his property. He’s provided it with the sheriff’s office, the general store, the saloon, the church and the sidewalks. He pays the sheriff’s wages, and sometimes stands us for drinks on the house in one of the saloons. He’s a wealthy benefactor with a thriving cattle business and deep pockets. His cowhands drink in the saloons, gamble in the saloons, tumble the barmaids in the saloons, and spend their money in the town. They cause little trouble because Winthrop doesn’t want any attention drawn to his Crossed C’s ranch. But it’s not all above board. A lot of the cattle is rustled. But that’s not my concern right now. I’ve finally tracked down part of a gang who are hiding at the ranch. They’re outlaws, not cowpokes. It’s a good hiding place. Everyone knows they’re on the dodge, and now they’re planning a big bank raid.’


‘And we’re going to stop them?’


Tom nodded. ‘I had a ranch in north Texas, built up from almost nothing. Then one night some men took me by surprise. I was coshed, tied, and bundled away. I was released a few days later, shaken and bruised. When I got back to my ranch, all the cattle had disappeared. I guess they were quickly sold on east into the meat market or traded with other dishonest ranchers. I lost everything. I’ve been on the trail of this gang for a couple of years, always just behind them. They left a string of thefts, murder, bank raids and mayhem in their wake, and eventually I found their hideout.


‘The core of the gang were six men – two pairs of brothers, the Reeses and the Hagens, and two desperados, Heyman and Nickleson. They got wind that I was getting a posse to arrest them, and they split. I lost the Hagens, Bull and Bart, they went north, but the other four came here to Arizona. Eventually I tracked them down to Winthrop’s ranch. So I signed on with Winthrop, easy enough as an experienced cowhand, but really I was looking for an opportunity to get those sons-ofbitches away, and take them back to Texas to stand trial.’


‘And that’s where I come in?’ Chace presumed. ‘But why take them back to Texas? Why not just dispose of them?’


‘I can only act within the law. In any case, personal reasons. Now they’re planning a bank raid.’


Chace was dubious. ‘Even if we take them alive at a bank raid, I don’t fancy riding hundreds of miles looking after three dangerous men, just you and me to keep a lid on things. What about the sheriff, surely he’d help?’


‘You’re forgetting Winthrop pays his wages. He sure ain’t going to do anything without Winthrop’s permission, and Winthrop isn’t going to hand over anyone he’s protecting.’


‘This is sounding more and more risky.’


Tom hadn’t finished. ‘And that still leaves the Hagens. I think they took off for Colorado, but that’s just a hunch. I want these four first, then I can go after them. Will you help? Think it over and meet me tonight for a beer in Ben’s Saloon.’


Chace stroked his chin and watched Tom go down the ladder and leave the yard. What was it that was driving Tom? He was a determined man. Chace stood still for a while, deep in thought.


‘Can’t hear much activity up there!’ Roseanne called out from below.


Chace smiled to himself – no, brainwork doesn’t make a whole lot of noise. He picked a bale up and threw it over the edge. It thudded down into the yard.


‘Hey! You mind that, Chace Hexx!’


 


Chace pushed the batwings and scanned the room. Tom was sitting at a table with a couple of beers in front of him. He was looking hopeful. Chace sat down, took one of the glasses and drained it. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve, ready to speak. But it was Tom who spoke first.


‘Keep your eyes on me, Chace, but look over my shoulder. Do you see that group of men, seven or eight of them in the corner? They’re all from Winthrop’s. The two men sitting at the table are the Rees brothers, Kent with Bevan on his right. Standing immediately behind them is Heyman, the lanky goof with the red necktie.’


‘Aren’t you taking a mighty big chance working in the same place as them? What if they recognize you? They must have seen you when they stole your cattle and kidnapped you.’


‘I had a big moustache and longer hair then,’ said Tom, with a deadly serious expression. ‘Of course there are risks. I’m up against four ruthless and determined no-goods.’


‘Four? Where’s the other one?’


‘Nickleson went missing a few days ago and I think he’s gone to stake out their next target, DeSoto’s bank in Platt’s Cut. I need to act quickly. Are you in?’


Chace shrugged. It was impossible to say no.


The next day, wondering what he had signed up to, Chace took an early morning ride away from the livery out into the Arizona desert. He gathered some brushwood and lit a fire. He boiled some water in a tin can. Gently crushing some roasted coffee beans between two stones, a wonderful aroma immediately hit his senses and the world was suddenly a better place. Chace leaned back on his rocky seat while the coffee brewed. Pulling lazily on his tobacco, he blew a thin wisp of smoke into the cold morning air.


He was suddenly startled by a prairie falcon flying low and fast along the ridge, swooping within a few feet of his head. It wove its way between cactus and yucca, little more than a man’s height above the ground, searching for an early morning meal. It gave no warning of its presence, it was there and gone so quickly. The quintessential raider.


Now the sunlight was spreading fast across the desert and in the silence of the morning Chace could hear life beginning to stir. He was feeling more positive about Tom’s proposal. Perhaps at last he’d do something really worthwhile. The only thing bothering him was that he’d been seen with Tom in the saloon, and that might have been noticed by the Rees brothers. He kicked out the fire and rode back to the livery.


Roseanne was in the stable yard. ‘You were up mighty early, Chace. Something eating you?’


‘Just couldn’t sleep so good, and didn’t want to wake anybody else so I took off for a smoke.’


Later that morning Tom rode into the livery. Chace saddled up and they rode off together for a while in silence, then Chace turned to Tom with a serious face.


‘You know,’ he began, ‘I’ve been doin’ some thinkin’.’


‘Reckon you have,’ said Tom, ‘you’ve got that kinda face on.’


‘Yeah, I guess that’s why I couldn’t sleep. Why are you doing this, Tom?’


‘I’m just a one-time cattle rancher ruined by some no-good sonsofbitches who stole my herd and my money. What these people do isn’t just against the law, it’s against law-abiding folk, like you and me. I was tryin’ to make a decent living after the war, and I’ve never known anything besides hard graft. It don’t seem right for a bunch of saddle tramps just to take everything I’ve worked for. I’ve got nothing now.’


Chace stayed silent because he knew Tom hadn’t finished.


‘I have to put a stop to people like these outlaws. They’re the worst kind of thief. They destroy people’s lives, ruin dreams, and are against everything this country stands for – opportunity, hard work and the rule of law. And there’s a reward for bringing them in. That way I get something back so I can start over.’


Chace wanted to probe, but changed the subject. He said, ‘I’d like to have a ranch of my own and raise some beef. I’ve worked enough ranches to know just about enough. . . .’


‘And have some thieves come along and steal them in the night,’ Tom said disdainfully. ‘And take everything you worked for?’


‘I’d shoot their balls off!’


‘Well, that sounds fine and dandy, but it ain’t that easy to catch clever thieves. It’s taken me near two years to catch up with these boys. And the Hagens are probably establishing their own illegal rackets wherever they are. It never ends, but we must do what we can.’


‘But I know so much about cattle rearing. I learnt good when I worked the drives.’


‘Reckon you do. You’re a dark horse, Chace Hexx. You don’t give much away, do you?’


‘You’re a dark horse, yourself, Tom Purdy. There’s more to you than you’re letting on.’


Tom side-stepped. ‘I guess you haven’t got the money to get yourself a spread yet.’


‘No,’ Chace replied. ‘Not yet. You got any ideas?’


‘If you help me good, you’ll have a share of the reward money.’


Chace pulled up sharp and looked Tom in the eye. ‘Tom, I haven’t known you for long, and we seem to get along fine, but I’m worried that . . .’


‘Listen, if we pull this off, you can move away from here and get yourself a spread.’


Chace immediately thought of Roseanne. A vision of the future flashed across his mind’s eye. They rode on in silence for a while.


Tom encouraged again. ‘What do you think of that?’


Chace chewed on it for a moment. ‘Sounds all well an’ good. But are you sure we can take the Reeses and the other two during a bank raid?’


Tom turned sharply. He blew out a deep breath of frustration. ‘I’m sorry, Chace. Maybe I’m getting carried away. I’ve finally caught up with these men after two years of trailing. I’m lucky none of them have recognized me. At least, I don’t think they have.’ He ran his hand across his top lip. ‘I told you I had a big moustache before. I don’t look quite the same, and it was night time when the four of them jumped me.’


Chace wasn’t convinced. ‘Listen,’ he said, decisively. ‘I don’t know what kind of scrape you’re getting me into, but now I can see it more clearly, it’s getting mighty risky. I was all fired up with some high-falutin’ idea of fighting for law and order. But I don’t want to get shot up. I’m dreaming of somewhere that’s green and lush, where the grass grows long and straight, where there ain’t no cactuses or damn rattlers. Open spaces where a man can breathe fresh air, raise some beef and ride all day without being seared like a steak.’


‘Just a dream,’ Tom said.


Chace was undeterred. ‘Maybe. You’ve got to have dreams, you said so yourself. And I don’t want to be watching over my shoulder for disgruntled outlaws seeking revenge. You said there were four of them jumped you.’


‘Yes, the Rees boys, Heyman and Nickleson. He stole my . . .’ He stopped mid-sentence. ‘I don’t know where Nickleson is. But staking out the biggest bank in Platt’s Cut is my guess.’


Riding back into Benton, eddies of dry, dusty wind swirled along Main Street and the sun was hot on their backs. They hitched at the livery. Chace said he was going to see if Rosie was around. Tom went to the saloon to line up some beers. But everything was about to go haywire.









Chapter 2


 


Chace reflected on the strange turn of events. Had he really signed up for what seemed like bounty hunting? It was true he had been waiting for something to turn up, but he hardly expected it to be like this. Was Tom Purdy really just a rancher chasing down some rustlers? The story about having his cattle stolen had the ring of truth about it. But would a rancher really travel hundreds of miles and spend two years trying to find the criminals? The thing that bothered Chace a lot was that Benton was owned and subsidized by Winthrop. The townspeople, however reluctant, would be sure to support Winthrop’s employees against any accuser who hadn’t got the backing of the law. Chace was beginning to wonder how he could get out of Tom’s highly risky plan.


At the livery stable, Roseanne was seeing to a lame mustang cow-pony. She’d got the hoof between her legs and was carefully pulling out some prickly spines. The owner was standing next to her and watching. She deftly removed them one by one without breaking them off, which would have left the horse in a worse state. Eventually the last one was out and the horse seemed as pleased as the owner. Chace stepped forward.


‘Chace!’ Roseanne said flicking back her hair, her eyes lighting up. ‘I didn’t see you standing there.’


‘Hello, Rosie. I was just quietly watching a horse doctor at work.’


‘I’m no horse doctor,’ she said. ‘Just pulling a few nasty cactus spines.’


Chace put his hand on her shoulder. ‘You got a minute to spare?’


‘Sure.’


He steered her through the shed and out towards the corral at the back. She hopped up onto a rail and sat there with the sun glistening on her chestnut hair. She brushed it out of her eyes. He liked to watch her doing that.


‘What’s on your mind?’ she asked straight out. ‘Must be something big, I can tell.’


Chace exhaled a chuckle. ‘A woman’s intuition, I guess.’ Then his mood changed to a more serious note. ‘I’m thinking of buying me a spread and some beeves.’


‘What’s brought that on?’ she laughed, furrowing her brow. ‘There isn’t much land round here that isn’t already owned.’


‘No, not here. Up north. A long way away. I want to settle down and make something of my life. I was wondering if. . . .’
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