

[image: ]













[image: ]



















Contents








Title Page


ONE


TWO


THREE


FOUR


FIVE


SIX


SEVEN


EIGHT


NINE


TEN


ELEVEN


TWELVE


THIRTEEN


FOURTEEN


FIFTEEN


SIXTEEN


SEVENTEEN


EIGHTEEN


NINETEEN


TWENTY


By the Same Author


Copyright




















ONE





Josh Baxter rode as comfortably as the hard-seated Morgan saddle on the near-wheel mule would allow but his mind was far from easy. He had been driving a jerkline outfit for Carl Gustavson’s freight company for a couple of years, but that day the familiar road seemed somehow to be different. The six-mule team was stepping out smartly, the morning was cool and the real heat of the sun was yet to strike. At another time he might have burst into song or even whistled a tune. But that morning would not be like the others and the mule-skinner drew little comfort from the familiar surroundings.


On either side of the road sagebrush flats stretched away for half a mile to the red walls of the canyon. Where the country began to rise at the base of the rock walls, greasewood and clumps of cactus dotted the sloping ground. The terrain close to the wagon trail looked open but Baxter knew that it was deceptive. The flats were scored deeply by erosion and an army could be hidden in the deep gullies.


Young, red-bearded and powerfully built, the mule-skinner looked as tough as he was and the long-barrelled Colt .44 on his right hip advertised that he was not a man to be taken lightly.


‘Be careful,’ folks in Santa Rosa had warned him. ‘The trail to the railroad is getting too dangerous. Don’t go on it alone.’ But Baxter had his own ideas and reckoned that the advice did not apply to him. His boss, in the interests of delivering goods on schedule, had left the decision to go or wait to the mule-skinner himself but had let it be known that he preferred not to delay deliveries.


The first sign that he was not alone came when he sighted a puff of dust rising above the flat on his left. The sandy red soil was loose and drifted easily but there was no wind gust to disturb it. Something was moving. It might have been a deer or even a mustang, but given the shortage of good grazing in the area, that was unlikely. Baxter was almost certain that it would have been a shod horse raising the dust. Anxiously he straightened in the saddle and looked about. Though he saw nothing, he knew that the landscape was not as empty as it appeared to be. But he was committed and it was too late to turn around.


As though by magic riders seemed to come out of the ground, five hard-bitten men, unshaven, dusty and heavily armed. With drawn guns they approached and fanned out across the trail in the manner of predatory animals about to attack.




 





Tim Cleary reined in his dapple-grey horse and dismounted at the hitching rack outside the low-roofed, adobe building that was the sheriff’s office in Santa Rosa, New Mexico. He flipped the reins over the rail, hitched his gunbelt with its holstered Colt into a more comfortable position and strode through the open door of the building. He had enjoyed the ride but now it was time to go to work.


A dark-haired man, a bit older than Cleary’s twenty-four years looked up from a desk in the corner of the room. Like many New Mexican lawmen, Lou Braga was part Mexican but he had the blue eyes of his American mother. He had been expecting Cleary so had a fair idea as to his visitor’s identity. He wore range clothing but looked a bit too clean and neat for a working cowhand.


‘Sheriff Braga?’


‘That’s right. What can I do for you?’


‘I’m US Marshal Tim Cleary. I wrote to you about the Baxter case.’


Braga rose and extended a hand. ‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Lou to anyone on the right side of the law. Help yourself to that spare chair and tell me how I can help with this mess.’


Cleary took a seat, dropped his hat on the floor beside him and said, ‘Like my letter mentioned, I’m here to try to find out what happened to the sixty Spencer rifles and the quantity of ammunition that were on Baxter’s wagon when he was robbed and probably murdered. They were supposed to be sent back to the Springfield Arsenal after the cavalry detachment over on Salt Plain was issued with the new trapdoor Springfields. The army is doing away with the Spencers but a few people in Washington are rather keen to get them back. The War Department doesn’t like government property going missing and the government can’t afford to be seen as supplying arms to Mexican revolutionaries.’


‘You’re a bit late, Tim. I’m pretty sure those rifles will be in Mexico by now,’ Braga told him. ‘There are plenty of revolutionaries and bandits who would happily buy them. The mules and harness were taken too, but the rest of the freight was only salted hides so the bandits left them. We found a couple of busted boards from the gun cases where the bandits must have broken some open to see what was in them but that was the only trace found.’


‘What happened to Baxter?’


Braga frowned. ‘We don’t know for sure. There were a couple of bullet holes in the wagon and some blood on the ground. He’s probably lying dead out in the desert somewhere. I don’t know why they didn’t leave the body near the wagon, but they didn’t.’


‘What about tracks?’


‘Looked like half-a-dozen or so riders. There were tracks of men and mules all over the area as though they had been galloping about. Maybe it was to confuse anyone trying to follow their trail. In places they had been wiped out by a crazy old Mexican feeding a herd of goats around the area. We managed to pick up a few horse tracks and followed them to the Socorro road but there’s a lot of traffic from the mines over that road and the tracks were blotted out. I’m sure though that the gang that stole those rifles is still in the area. There have been stage robberies, horses run off from ranches and food and supplies taken from ranch houses. A couple of lone travellers have been murdered on the trail, too. It’s been going on for more than a year now. Probably the one gang is doing it all even though the crimes might be many miles apart. They are not afraid to split up. There can be as few as two men or six or eight depending upon the size of the job. I have been run off my feet and have had posses out so many times that I have trouble getting volunteers now.’


‘Do you think the goats were deliberately driven over the tracks to cover them?’


‘No. Their owner is crazy and nobody knows what he’s likely to do next. I’m sure his part in this is quite innocent. He’s a harmless old soul and has lived around here for years.’


‘And you have no idea who’s behind all this trouble?’


Braga shook his head. ‘Not really. Some victims spoke of a well-dressed, well-spoken character who was giving orders, but the description doesn’t fit anyone we know. Few words were spoken and all were masked so we are none the wiser about who the leader is.’


‘I wonder whether they knew Baxter’s wagon was carrying those rifles,’ the marshal said. ‘Bandits usually are looking for cash or stuff that’s easy to sell. They would not expect to find money on a freight wagon.’


‘Maybe they were only after the mules and harness. Good mules are worth a fair bit and harness is not cheap. They might have found the rifles by accident or they might have known about them and already had a market. I’ve tried to figure every angle but it still has me beat.’


After further short discussion, Cleary rose. ‘I’d better get moving. I have to get a hotel room and find a place for my horse. Then I might visit the freight company that Baxter worked for. I expect to be here for a few days, but will add to your problems as little as possible. If you need help, let me know.’


Braga also stood up and took his hat from a rack on the nearby wall. ‘I’ll help you get settled in and show you where to find Gustavson’s freight office. Gustavson himself is away, but Julia Cross runs the office so you’re in luck. She’s a real honey, smart and good-looking with it.’


Santa Rosa was not a big town and few people were about. Consequently it did not take long to arrange lodgings for the marshal and his horse. Braga pointed out the freight company office and then left Cleary to his own devices. The latter was about to enter the building when a horseman passed. He was a type that the marshal instantly recognized. The newcomer was dressed like a cowhand but did not act like one. He was in his late thirties, of medium height and build with a tanned face, lined by the weather. His sandy hair and moustache were neatly trimmed indicating that he had not been living out on the cattle ranges. He wore two guns, had a rifle on his saddle and bestrode a well-conditioned dark brown horse of good breeding. He had the look of a gunman about him and rode alertly, taking in all that he saw around him. There’s trouble, Cleary thought, as he walked into the freight office. But he was not responsible for keeping order in the town. Any trouble would be Braga’s.


A very attractive, dark-haired young woman walked across to the counter. ‘Can I help you?’ she asked with a smile that Cleary thought was the best thing he had seen in Santa Rosa. He introduced himself and explained why he was there.


‘I’m Julia Cross,’ the girl said. ‘Mister Gustavson is out of town at present but he has told me to co-operate with any law officers making enquiries. I have all the company records and will help you all I can. Where would you like to start?’


The marshal asked the usual questions about how the transport of the rifles had been arranged, who had arranged it and who knew the contents of the boxes. He learned that the contents had not been described on the waybills but by the shape of the boxes and their origin, it was obvious what they contained.


Cleary scribbled a few notes in his notebook but learned little that he did not already know. He was loath to end the interview though because he was enjoying Julia’s company. She had a gentle, friendly manner which was a pleasant contrast to the rough-hewn characters with whom the lawman usually had to deal. When the girl suggested that she make them coffee, he accepted with alacrity but then suddenly, he was forced to postpone what he had expected to be a very enjoyable interlude.


He happened to glance up just in time to see two more horsemen ride past the door. They had the same predatory look as the rider he had seen earlier. One such person could be trouble but three in the same town at once indicated a looming disaster.


‘I’m sorry, Miss Cross, but I have to go,’ he said hastily as he rose from his chair and grabbed his hat.


Julie’s big blue eyes opened wide in surprise at the lawman’s sudden departure.


Looking along the street, he saw no sign of the riders but a man was holding four horses outside the town’s only bank. He had not seen the fourth man arrive and hoped that he had not missed others.


The sheriff’s office was between him and the bank and Cleary wondered if Braga was aware of the situation. But he need not have worried.


As he drew level with the office, the grim-faced lawman met him at the door. ‘Get in here quick.’


‘So you saw them?’


‘I saw them, but can’t do anything while they’re still in the bank because other people are in there too. I intend to get them as they are mounting their horses. If you are here to help, grab that other Winchester off my desk. It’s fully loaded.’


Cleary ran to the desk, picked up the rifle and hurried back to the door. Because of the angle only one man could shoot from the office entrance. Seeing a solidly built wooden horse trough a couple of yards away at the edge of the street, the marshal decided that he would take up his position there when the action started.


‘Try to get the ones with the money,’ Braga whispered. ‘We have a better chance of getting the others then as they try to pick it up.’


‘Are you going to challenge them first?’


‘Why waste breath? None of them will surrender peaceably and they outnumber us anyway.’


‘Can we count on any support from the town?’


The sheriff looked doubtful. ‘Maybe – if Black Baxter’s about he’ll lend a hand but it could take him a while to get from the freight warehouse. Others might join in if they have guns handy but we can’t count on it.’ Then he tensed and cocked the rifle in his hands. ‘Get ready, the bank door’s opening.’


The man holding the horses saw the movement too and led the animals out into the road.



















TWO





Suddenly they were on the street, three men with bandannas over the lower halves of their faces, each clutching a revolver. The foremost glared about seeking anyone who might try to bar their progress. The second man carried a pair of bulging saddle-bags over his left arm and headed straight for the horses. The third one backed away, his gun trained on the bank door. The horse-holder, who had now pulled up his own mask, moved forward eagerly to pass the reins to his companions.


‘Let’s go,’ Braga said, as he cocked his rifle and stepped outside.


The bandits saw the movement as the two lawmen emerged from the office. One shouted in alarm and all turned their guns toward the threat.


Braga and Cleary fired almost simultaneously and the man with the saddle-bags was punched backwards into the street. One of his companions, a short, stocky man in a striped shirt fired back and the bullet buried itself in the door jamb beside the sheriff. Then he stooped, grabbed the saddle-bags from the fallen man and disappeared among the plunging horses. For the next few seconds both sides swapped lead taking snap shots at fast-moving targets. The bandits were at a disadvantage as the range was a bit long for their revolvers but the bullets they sent back were accurate enough to gain the lawmen’s respect. So far all had missed but not by much.


One of Braga’s shots knocked the already mounted man from his horse and the riderless animal collided with the horses that the surviving pair were trying to mount. Knocked to the ground, the fallen bandit stayed there and fired at Cleary as he took refuge behind the trough. The bullet splashed water in the marshal’s face but, slowed by the water, it failed to penetrate the solid wooden end of the trough.


Suddenly the loose horses had bolted away. Two dead men were sprawled in the street and another wounded bandit, his six shooter emptied, was raising his hands in submission. ‘I give up,’ the man called weakly. ‘Don’t shoot – I’m hit bad.’


‘Be careful,’ Cleary called to Braga. ‘There’s another one there somewhere. I reckon he has the money too.’


‘He must have ducked down that alley. He won’t get far without a horse,’ the sheriff replied.


‘If you want to secure that prisoner, I’ll go after him,’ the marshal volunteered.


‘Do that, but be careful. I’ll get a search organized for that one soon if you can’t find him. If you do find him and he won’t surrender, just try to pin him down. The town folks will be here soon.’


Cleary waited until Braga called the staggering prisoner away and then went down the alley. It offered no protection for anyone wanting to ambush him so he could hurry along with little risk to himself. The alley led out to open ground behind the buildings. Though relatively flat for a fair distance, it was dotted with mesquite, cactus and tall weeds and offered many places for a fugitive to conceal himself. He was looking about for tracks when a dark-haired man with a rifle emerged from the back of Gustavson’s freight depot. The newcomer sighted the lawman and walked rapidly to join him.


‘Hi,’ he greeted. ‘I’m Black Baxter. My real name’s Aaron but folks call me Black to distinguish me from my brother who is Red Baxter – or was Red Baxter. I heard the shooting and reckoned Lou could do with a hand. But he has plenty of help now. I would have been here sooner but I had to lock up the freight warehouse before I left.’


Cleary introduced himself and described the missing hold-up man.


‘A little hombre in a striped shirt with grey pants, a brown hat and big saddle-bags should be fairly easy to spot among the townsfolk,’ Baxter said.


The marshal pointed to the landscape away from the town. ‘That’s where I’d be heading if I was in his boots. It’s hard to hide in a town this small. If he can hide out there somewhere there’s a chance that he might try to creep back in tonight and steal a horse.’


Baxter nodded his head in agreement.


The pair searched around for a while but found no trace of the missing bandit. A few more gun-toting townsmen joined them but it seemed as though their quarry had sprouted wings. Finally Cleary told the other searchers, ‘We haven’t found a single track indicating that our man left town. I think he’s outsmarted us somehow and got back in.’


Baxter told him, ‘If you want to compare notes with Braga, I’ll look after things here. I am a part-time deputy.’


Cleary hurried back because he knew that Braga would be a busy man trying to identify the robbers and at the same time gather witnesses’ names. The town’s doctor was attending to the captive who was bleeding profusely from a chest wound.


‘How is he?’ Cleary asked the sheriff.


‘He’s hit pretty bad and can’t or won’t talk. What about the one with the money?’


‘We can’t find hide nor hair of him but he won’t get far without a horse. Baxter’s organizing a hunt for him. Says he’s a part-time deputy. Is he reliable?’


‘Very,’ Braga confirmed. ‘His regular job is minding the Gustavson freight warehouse. It was almost a family affair. Red Baxter, his brother, was Gustavson’s best teamster. Aaron has sworn to bring Red’s killers to justice. The town council gave me permission to swear him in as a deputy on an as-needs basis. Right now he’s needed badly.’


‘How can I best help?’


‘If you take over the search and send Baxter to me, we can start tying up the loose ends here. When Doc Hadlow finishes patching up our prisoner I’ll try to rig up a cell for him where the doc can keep a safe eye on him.’


When Cleary returned to Baxter, he found that the latter had stationed townspeople at strategic points on the town’s perimeter and with a couple more well-armed citizens was searching every building and shed as they worked their way through the town. Baxter moaned when Cleary told him that Braga needed him. ‘I was hoping he wouldn’t call for me. I want to catch up with that thieving coyote because I’m sure he could tell me what happened to Josh. If you corner him, try to take him alive. There are a lot of questions need answering.’


Two hours later, the searchers reached the last building at the end of town, Gustavson’s freight warehouse.


Julia looked amused when Cleary returned and explained the purpose of his visit. ‘I know now why you so ungraciously turned down my coffee earlier,’ she teased. ‘It’s not often that men run out on me like that.’


‘Well, I’m back now, but unfortunately Lou Braga has me working. Have you seen any strangers about?’


The girl shook her head. ‘You are the only stranger I’ve seen today. The business has dropped off a lot since Josh Baxter was killed. Aaron was down at the warehouse. I heard him locking the main doors after the shooting stopped and then saw him run past here with a rifle.’


‘Could anyone get into the warehouse?’


‘No. Aaron keeps the doors locked whenever he is not there and he carries the keys with him. He’s very conscientious and he knows that occasionally we have valuable goods stored there.’


‘I don’t doubt you, Miss Cross, but I’ll have a look at the warehouse just in case our bank robber has broken in and is hiding there. It might be safer too if you close the business for the day and go home. There’s a very dangerous man loose around here somewhere.’


‘Good luck, Marshal,’ Julia said as he left the office.


The freight warehouse had large double doors secured by a sturdy padlock and heavy chain. No forced entry was evident. A smaller rear entrance was locked in a similar manner. The windows were higher than a man on the outside could reach and upon inspection all were found to be intact.


Cleary turned to the pair of volunteers who were assisting him. ‘It looks like he got out of town. Let’s get horses and see what we can find.’


‘But how do we know where to start looking?’ one man asked.  


‘We do a big loop around the entire town and look for any recent tracks coming out of it. He didn’t leave by the road. We know that much. Braga saw him ducking down the alley on the western side but with the crooked main street here, he could have gone to where it bends, doubled back and left on the eastern side.’


It took three hours to do two complete circuits of the town. The first one was roughly a quarter of a mile from the buildings but they found no tracks. If the fugitive had escaped he had not travelled that far. The second one was approximately a hundred yards from the structures. Again they found no fresh tracks.


Cleary pushed back his hat and wiped a sweaty forehead with his shirt sleeve. ‘I don’t know how we missed him,’ he told the others. ‘I reckon our man is still in town. Let’s go back and break the news to Braga.’


They were about to return when Cleary sighted a horseman approaching. He was a small man in a derby hat and wore a long linen duster to protect his dark suit from the red dust. His horse was a fast-walking pinto.


‘That’s Phil Edison,’ one of the volunteers said. ‘He’s a professional gambler who does the rounds of the towns here. He pretends to be nice and polite but the story is that he’s mighty fast with a gun. Folks are a bit careful around him.’


Cleary did not like professional gamblers. Most of those he knew were greedy people who would cheat if the opportunity arose. But he was prepared to take people as he found them. Maybe Edison was different.


‘It’s not often I get a welcoming committee,’ the gambler said as he came abreast of the others. The refined tones were those of an educated man. With a slight smile he added, ‘I presume that you gentlemen are not waiting here in the hope of a game of poker. How can I help you?’


Cleary introduced himself and explained what they were doing. He saw no need for secrecy as all of Santa Rosa knew what had occurred.


The gambler could add nothing to what they already knew. He was adamant that he seen no other travellers on the trail. However, he seemed a little concerned that the bank robbery might have affected the availability of gamblers in town. ‘My stay in this place might not be as long as I had originally planned,’ he told Cleary as they rode together into Santa Rosa.


The marshal had a hasty meal at the hotel before returning to the sheriff’s office, where Braga was assembling the witness statements he had laboriously written during the afternoon. ‘Is the prisoner well enough to tell you anything?’ he asked.


‘Not really,’ the sheriff replied. ‘The doctor has patched him up and given him something to make him rest. He’s going to call back later and check on him. How did you get on?’


‘We couldn’t find a sign of our missing man. I think he could be in town still, but if he is, he’s well hidden. It might be a good idea to keep an eye on any horses that are in town tonight just in case he tries to steal one. By the way – do you know that you have a visitor?’


‘I saw Phil Edison riding in. I doubt that he’ll find too many customers tonight.’


‘It struck me as a bit odd that a well-known gambler can ride safely around country that’s infested with bandits. Hold-up men like to prey on gamblers on the usually false assumption that they are carrying a lot of money.’


Braga gave a rueful smile. ‘I reckon our local bad boys have their sights set higher than one tinhorn gambler. Clem Summers, over at the bank, reckons they got away with close to five thousand dollars today. He’s still checking books and will give me a complete figure in the morning. Luckily no one in the bank was hurt. I have a couple of volunteer deputies coming to relieve me soon and then I’m heading home to get some sleep. I’m so tired I could sleep in the middle of a clump of cactus and not feel it. It’s going to be a big day tomorrow.’


But the day was soon to become bigger than either of the lawmen expected.






OEBPS/title_page_1_online.jpg
Greg Mitchell

A Black Horse Western

ROBERT HALE - LONDON





OEBPS/9780709095897_cover_epub.jpg
A Black Horse Western

TRACK DOWN THE DEVIL

GREG MITCHELL






