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Hell Riders


 


Sharper Wade rode into a no-name town, stuck in the middle of nowhere. Tired and trail-weary, all he wanted was chow and a bed for the night so that he could move on come morning. He soon discovered this was not to be. He’d entered hell – and hell wasn’t long in sending its riders, the Henry gang


The Henry gang was hired by Ben Robson to find the sheriff who had shot his only son. But Jud Henry had other ideas: he’d seen the town, he’d see Ben Robson’s ranch and he wanted both


Now Sharper Wade was forced to do battle with the unscrupulous Henry gang, and hot lead soon began to fly. Could just one man defeat the murderous bunch so aptly know as Hell Riders?
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CHAPTER ONE


 


It seemed like a small, quiet, ordinary township; a saloon, livery, café and rooming-house, complete with veranda and upper balcony with the posts showing flaky paint that once could have been white.


Sharper Wade reined in his mount, the animal snorted and pawed at the deep red dust that made up the main street: the only street.


With his Stetson pulled down low, shielding his trail-weary eyes from the relentless sun, and bandanna hanging loosely round his deeply tanned neck, the fine covering of the same red dust made it look as though rider and horse were one. Sharper loosely rested his right hand on the butt of his faithful Colt Peacemaker, and gently eased back the well-oiled hammer without removing the weapon from its holster.


The fading clapboard fronts of the ramshackle wooden buildings stared back blankly as Sharper took in a broad sweep of the town.


Nothing stirred.


A gentle gust of wind headed down the street towards him, the sand began to dance and Sharper closed his eyes to slits in an attempt to protect them from the inevitable invasion.


The wind rushed past and the town fell back to silence once more. Only the gentle throat rumblings of his mount told Sharper he wasn’t stone deaf.


Six weeks out on the trail, living on what he could catch, washing whenever he found enough water and hearing only the sounds of nature and his mount’s hooves hitting rock and sand, was enough to make any man feel deaf – or mad – or both.


Ears humming in the eerie and unnatural silence that filled them, Sharper’s senses felt keen. Not for the first time, his ability to feel the presence of danger before it manifested itself was acute.


Directly ahead, the dull orange-red globe of the sun hit the distant mountains. Slats of light speared across the land; shadows deepened and from the roof of the livery stable something rustled.


King, Sharper’s new mount, was edgy; ears flat back on his head, he snorted again.


‘Easy boy,’ Sharper whispered, as he ran his left hand down the animal’s glistening neck, and the animal calmed.


A curl of woodsmoke crept unwillingly from a distant smoke-stack, tentatively rising into the now still air. Sharper, hand still poised on the butt of his pistol, glanced to his left without moving his head.


A drape swayed gently in the café, as if the occupant or occupants didn’t want to be seen.


Sharper raised his head slightly, sniffing in the air; after six weeks without, the smell of ham and eggs or steak would be easy to detect.


He caught nothing except the comforting smell of King’s sweat and the familiar aroma of leather from his saddle.


Again a scampering grating sound came from the direction of the livery stable.


Sharper’s eyes darted to his right in an attempt to catch a glimpse of whoever was spying him out.


He saw nothing.


Moving King forward, he eased up by a hitching pole and sat stock-still once more.


The batwings to the saloon were closed and, behind them, large wooden doors scarred with years of boot scrapings, stood locked. Dank and dingy gingham drapes adorned windows either side of the doors, but they didn’t move and no light showed from within.


In fact, Sharper realized he couldn’t see a light showing in any of the dilapidated buildings.


Rubbing the side of King’s neck once more, Sharper decided to dismount. If trouble was brewing, he didn’t want his animal hit, and, besides, he’d rather be standing on his own two feet than rooted in his saddle like a sitting duck.


Releasing the hammer on his Colt gently, Sharper grabbed the saddle pommel and hitched his right leg slowly over the horse’s back, putting all his weight on the left stirrup before swinging slowly and carefully to the ground and facing the seemingly deserted saloon.


Out of the corner of his eye, Sharper caught movement; a fleeting ghost of a vision.


A hat, high up behind the livery façade.


Reaching for his weapon and ready to dive, Sharper waited for more movement.


None came.


Aware he was a stranger in town and not wanting to get off on the wrong foot, Sharper kept his handgun holstered; he wasn’t about to start any trouble if he could avoid it.


Decision time: should he just ride on out and find somewhere else to feed and get rid of the trail dust, or hang around a while longer and see what gives?


Sharper reckoned on the latter.


Bringing the reins over King’s head, he led the animal to the water trough to the left of the saloon. King turned to face him, then turned to the water – a fine misting of dust clouded the surface and Sharper knew what King was asking.


Keeping his right hand close to his pistol, Sharper sank a gloved left hand into the water and stirred it up. King snorted and sank his head into the trough.


Sharper removed his bandanna and sank it into the water. Then he took off his Stetson and rubbed at his face and the back of his neck. The water was tepid but refreshing to his skin and he already felt a whole lot better.


Leaving the Stetson hanging by the neck-cord down his back, Sharper reached into a vest pocket, brought out a smoke and dragged the vesta across the wooden trough.


After inhaling deeply, Sharper blew out a cloud of blue-tinged smoke and watched as it rose lazily in the air.


The hat again.


Turning slowly to face the livery stable, Sharper inhaled once more, and through the smoke said, ‘You stayin’ up there all day?’


The words shattered the eerie silence and seemed to bounce right back at him off the building opposite.


Nothing stirred for a few minutes and Sharper waited – he had nothing better to do.


‘You best ride on, mister.’


Sharper’s grip tightened on the butt of his Colt automatically.


Was he being threatened?


‘They’ll be here soon. You best move on!’ The voice sounded girlish, but it could also have been boyish, Sharper wasn’t sure.


‘Can’t see no sense in ridin’ on,’ Sharper said in a low, soft voice. ‘Only just arrived.’


‘Please, mister. You don’t wanna stay round here, not when the boys come in.’


Sharper drew on his cigarette and threw the butt into the sand, grinding it out unnecessarily, before exhaling and raising his head to the roof-line of the livery stable opposite.


‘Horse here needs feed and rest, so do I. I ain’t fixin’ to ride on nowheres until we’re both fed and watered.’


Slowly, a shape appeared behind the painted sign that was only just readable: O’CREADY’S.


The body moved further out and still Sharper couldn’t tell whether it was male or female. The battered hat that covered the hair, and the clothes – jacket, shirt and denims – would suit either.


‘An’ what “boys” would these be?’ Sharper asked, keeping his gaze directed at the distant hidden eyes of the small figure.


‘Don’t matter no which-way,’ the figure said. ‘You don’t wanna know.’


Sharper could see that the figure wasn’t armed and that released some of the tension, but there could be others.


Taking up the reins once more, Sharper led King to the hitching post and loosely tied him up before continuing.


‘I already said, boy,’ Sharper took a guess, ‘I ain’t figurin’ on ridin’ on nowhere. So you best get used to the idea.’


‘I ain’t no boy!’ the figure shouted back indignantly. And before Sharper could reply, the figure whipped off her hat allowing long blonde hair to cascade over her shoulders.


‘No, you sure ain’t,’ Sharper replied, a grin creasing his craggy features.


The figure disappeared only to reappear a few minutes later, running down a boardwalk to one side of the stable.


‘An’ I reckon you should start considerin’ moving on!’ the girl said.


Before waiting for a reply, she spun round and stared down the street. In the distance, almost hidden now in deep shadow, riding in from the sun, a dust cloud loomed.


Sharper followed her gaze.


‘Them the “boys”?’ he asked.


The girl nodded.


‘You wanna tell me what’s goin’ on?’


The girl hesitated: as best she could she took in the stranger’s appearance. He didn’t look like a cowhand or a bum saddle-tramp. The long range-coat covered most of him, except where it was pulled back to reveal his gun and holster, but she could imagine by the man’s gaze and stature and calm appearance that he knew what he was about.


‘You a ’slinger, mister?’ she asked, her voice showing both fear and awe.


‘Nope. I ain’t no ’slinger. Why?’


‘Well, you best leave then.’


‘We speakin’ the same lingo?’ Sharper said, irritated now by the same repeated request.


‘I know I am!’ Again the voice was indignant, dismissive.


‘I tol’ you, an’ I’ll tell you agen fer the last time of askin’. I ain’t leavin. You got that this time?’


‘It’s your funeral, mister,’ the girl replied with a shrug. ‘No one’s forcin’ you to stay.’


‘Well that’s one thing we agree on. Now, I need my horse, King, fed and watered and rubbed down. That your job?’


‘No it most certainly ain’t,’ the girl replied, almost but not quite stamping a foot.


‘Well, you gonna tell me where I can find that there O’Cready?’


‘No I ain’t’


‘Why the hell not?’


‘’Cos I don’t know. Most folks hereabouts got more sense than you and they high-tailed it outa here for a while.’


‘Then tell me why?’


‘It don’t—’


‘I’m gonna whup your smart little ass if’n you don’t give me some answers pretty damn soon, young lady.’


The girl opened her mouth to say something, then thought better of it.


Folding her arms across her chest, she thought for a few more seconds.


‘It’s the Henry gang,’ she said at last with a look on her face that suggested Sharper should know who they were.


He didn’t.


‘An’ who the hell are they?’


‘You gotta be kiddin’, mister,’ the girl replied.


Sharper pulled on his Stetson and opened the rangecoat to his left side, revealing another gun and holster.


‘Thought you said you ain’t no ’slinger?’


‘I ain’t fer hire,’ Sharper said through clenched teeth: kid or not, he was beginning to lose patience.


The girl got the message.


‘Other side o’ that bluff,’ she pointed west, ‘Ben Robson runs a ranch, the Big B. He had a son,’ she stopped.


‘Had?’ Sharper queried.


‘We also had a town sheriff. One night, Sam, that’s Ben’s son, well, I guess he got a little too drunk an’ full of hisself. When Casey Malone, the sheriff, tried to get him to leave the saloon and git on home, young Sam got a mite touchy an’ started mouthin’ off.


‘Woulda been OK if’n Sam had been on his own, but he’d come in with a few of the hands, they was gettin’ ready for a drive an’ I guess they wanted one last night before the trail dust bit ’em.


‘Anyhow, Sam was pushed on by his cronies and he drew.’


‘I take it then, he got hisself killed?’


‘Deader’n a rat in a trough,’ she replied. ‘Ol’ Casey weren’t much of a shootist, but he was sober. That same night Casey rode out o’ town an’ we ain’t seen him since.’


‘So what’s this Henry gang gotta do with it?’ Sharper asked.


‘Ben Robson didn’t take none too kindly to his only son gettin’ killed, ’specially after his wife had been killed only a few weeks before.’


‘What happened to her?’


‘Horse threw her out in the Mojave, her head hit the only rock for miles around.’


‘Shit – sorry, ma’am, I don’t mean to curse none, but that sure is bad luck. What’s this Ben Robson after doin’?’


‘He aims to kill everyone ’til we tell him where the sheriff ran off to.’


‘Does anyone know?’


‘Nope. But that don’t matter none to Ben, he don’t believe no one.’


Sharper thought awhile: ‘How many bin killed so far?’


‘None. Today’s the day. Ben Robson gave three days to think it over. Most folks left, them that didn’t are hidin’ someplace.’


‘How come you’re still here?’


‘Casey Malone was my uncle. I ain’t got nowhere to go.’


Sharper was used to thinking on his feet. ‘Take my horse into the stable. You know how to take a saddle off?’


‘I ain’t stupid.’


‘OK, keep your britches on. Feed him up an’ stay low.’


‘What you aimin’ to do?’


‘I don’t know yet, but somethin’ sure will occur to me. Now, git!’


‘What’s your name, mister?’ the girl asked.


‘Wade, Sharper Wade. What’s yours?’


‘Sandy. Sandy Cogan.’


‘Good to meet you, Sandy, now git.’


The girl crossed the street towards Sharper’s horse. Sharper removed his saddle-bags and a Winchester. Holding on to the rifle, he slung the saddle-bags across one shoulder and watched the approaching girl. As she neared, Sharper saw that she wasn’t just a little girl. Although she was small in height, she had the biggest blue eyes he’d seen in a long time and a face that held an angelic look about it. No sirree, he thought, This ain’t no little girl.


Without another word, Sandy led King off to the livery stable; the animal sensed he was about to be fed and allowed himself to be led without a fuss.


‘You take real good care of him, missy,’ Sharper said. ‘An’ keep low when them riders arrive. OK?’


‘OK,’ she replied and disappeared into the darkness of the livery stable.


Sharper eyed the town once more. It was small, nothing much to make sense of it being here in the first place.


Stuck on the edge of the desert, he figured it might have been a staging post that just grew; he couldn’t see any other reason for the godforsaken place to exist.


Now, as he glanced around, it was for a different reason. He needed to get the lie of the land firmly fixed in his brain. If there was going to be trouble – and it sure looked that way – Sharper needed to know where the safest places were.


The dust-cloud neared. Through the heat haze he could see nothing, not even how many riders there were, but they sure weren’t sparing their mounts.


Careful as always, Sharper checked the breech of the Winchester. It was fully loaded. Next, he checked both pistols, they too were loaded, five to each cylinder, the sixth empty so he couldn’t accidentally shoot his own foot off while walking or riding. Now, he loaded a slug into both of the empty chambers. He might just be in need of two extra bullets.


Satisfied with his weapons, Sharper glanced quickly over to the livery stable to make sure Sandy didn’t have any ideas on helping out and was safely out of sight. He saw no movement and hoped it stayed that way – whatever the outcome.


There was an alley to the right of the saloon that led off round back and into the desert. No point using that, he’d be a sitting target with nowhere to hide.


To the left of the saloon, the alleyway finished at a rough corral fence. The corral held three or four sad-looking ponies; beyond it was a small barn. That was better, he thought, if things got too bad he’d use that as a means of cover – or escape.


Studying as many of the seemingly empty buildings as he could in the short space of time that was left before the riders hit town, Sharper saw no further movement: no twitching drapes, no doors being locked or bolted. Nothing.


There was a space behind the water trough and Sharper stashed his saddle-bags there, intending to retrieve them later.


Not that they contained anything of value, just his range stuff, spare matches, a clean, as yet unworn, shirt, some tobacco and a few odds and ends he couldn’t even recall. But they were his.


Content that all was as well as it could be, Sharper removed his dust-laden rangecoat, displaying openly the two Colts, and sat on the edge of the boardwalk outside the locked saloon.


Reaching again into his vest pocket, he pulled out his tobacco pouch and proceeded to roll a quirly. Anyone looking, and Sharper was sure someone was, would think that there was a man with not a care in the world, having a smoke as the sun went down.


But inside, Sharper was tense, ready for whatever action might come his way.


He sealed the cigarette, struck a vesta with his thumb, and inhaled deeply.


The riders had slowed to a canter and, as he watched them approach, they reined in to a walk as they hit the far end of town.


There were six of them. One had a rifle drawn from his saddle scabbard and displayed it an angle across his chest.


These riders meant business, Sharper thought, and a sardonic grin spread across his dried lips as he took another draw on his cigarette.


 A big man, who rode point, held his hand up, and the riders halted not more than a good stone’s throw from where Sharper sat, Stetson pulled low, cigarette dangling from an almost invisible mouth.


The riders fanned their horses out a ways so that they had every angle covered, but Sharper sensed that the men felt no danger. They were so confident of their own superiority as shootists as to almost not pay Sharper much heed.


One of the riders cocked his Winchester and, from beneath the rim of his Stetson, Sharper saw that the rifle was aimed straight at him.
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