

[image: image]






Revenge at Powder River


 


Sam Heggarty returns home to hunt for the gunmen who robbed and executed his father. As he makes his way back, he witnesses another murder and stumbles across a clue to the people responsible for his father’s death. Sam becomes caught up in the chase to track down an escaped prisoner as he partners up with ageing lawman, County Sheriff Lewis Leeming.


He discovers that the one person who may hold the key to the identity of his father’s murderers is someone that everyone else is intent on killing. Heggarty will have to save the life of a man involved in his father’s death.
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Chapter 1


 


The man behind Walter Heggarty grabbed him and pinned his arms back, twisting them like rope. The big man, Stanton, stood in front of him and drove his fist as hard as he could into his guts. His stomach buckled, they all heard the impact and the air go out of his lungs. He slumped forward as his breath caught in the back of his throat.


The big man’s face had no expression, his eyes looked black and glazed with light from the lamp. He had a large head, a neck as thick as a tree stump, fists that were square and rough and covered in hair like tangled wire.


‘Sign it.’


‘Never,’ said Heggarty, gasping, a pulse jumping in his throat. ‘You’ll have to kill me first. Go to hell.’


‘I’ve been in hell all my life, mister and got to like it,’ said Stanton and hit him six more times, clubbing blows to Heggarty’s body and arms. When they let him go, he sank to the floor and lay like a crumpled coat.


They walked away from him and Stanton said to a third man sat at the table, ‘Jarrett, take his money and those bits and pieces, and put them in your bag with the papers and get out of the way. I’m going to lay him out on the table and butcher him until he begs us to let him sign.’


Behind them Heggarty staggered to his feet, lurched over to the fireplace and pulled a loaded short-barrelled shotgun off the wall. His hands tingled and his arms felt like lead as he fumbled with the trigger but he managed to snap one hammer back as he turned. Stanton stood in front of him with his arm outstretched, pointing his gun at Heggarty’s chest with his eyes fixed on his face. Stanton smiled as he squeezed the trigger and the room exploded with smoke and noise, and the air was bitter with the smell of gunpowder as the gun bucked in his hand.


The shot took Heggarty in the chest and he died where he stood. The little man Jarrett jumped up from the table and ran out of the door with the bag.


Stanton’s eyes were empty of emotion. He slid the handgun back into his rig and said, ‘Marcello, check he’s dead.’


Marcello looked down at the gaping wound in the man’s chest.


‘He’s dead as a door nail, I reckon.’ Marcello was a heavy man with a backside like a wheelbarrow full of mud; he breathed loudly through his mouth and had eyes that were no more than slits in his fat face. ‘I don’t think you should have killed him. What are we going to do now?’


‘It’s simple,’ said Stanton. ‘The Colonel told us to clear the land for him around the east of Powder River. So we drive the sodbusters off and he gets the land. That’s what we’ve been doing these past six months, ain’t it? You come along so they see that it’s no good complaining to the law because you and your tin badge are stood next to me when I give them hell. This one was different because he was too mule-headed to move and he’s held out to the last. We needed him to sign his land across but he wouldn’t. He sent his wife away because he thought he was smart. He had his chance, he pointed a gun at me and now he’s dead.’


Marcello said, ‘But won’t the Colonel be mad now that you’ve killed him?’


Stanton shook his head. ‘No, he just wants us to get it done, he don’t want to know how we did it or excuses for why we didn’t. He don’t do things to people, he just makes them happen. How dumb are you, Marcello? The Colonel keeps his nose out of this. That’s why the land clearing is our job. The murder’s on us.’ He pointed at Marcello and his voice hardened. ‘That’s us I said, not just me. You with me on that?’


‘But we ain’t got the land.’


‘No, we ain’t but when the wife comes back, I put a gun against her head and we force her to sign the land over. Job done.’


‘What about that attorney, Jarrett, he’s just run out on us.’


‘What about that attorney Jarrett, he’s just run out on us,’ mimicked Stanton. ‘Jarrett did the paperwork on the land deals, that’s his job. He’s run out on us and that means we cain’t trust him anymore. He witnessed the killing and he’s the only one that can link us to what just happened. I’m going to find him and kill him. Is there any of that you don’t get?’


He leaned forward, grabbed Marcello by the throat and shook him until his eyes almost rattled in their sockets.


Stanton was a brutal man, ask anyone. He’d like as grin before he hit you. He was brought up on the Wyoming border down Lonetree way. His father worked the land, hardscrabble with no give in it. His mother died when he was eight, it seemed like she’d just had enough of the work and suffering and quit on life. His father, a hard drinking man, despised his wife for escaping and took his anger out on the young Stanton. He beat him with a strap and worked him like a mule from dawn until dusk for the next eight long years. And then one day Stanton snapped. He was working in the field, he carried the heavy plough strap and mule harness across his shoulder and pushed the plough through the hard crust of shallow flinty ground. He followed the mule as they struggled in the furrowed ground under the blazing sun. Heat waves rippled off the hardpan and dust devils spun in the wind. He saw his pa stagger across the rutted land, his eyes dull with drink.


‘Boy,’ he called, ‘you ain’t nowhere near finished, you lazy, gutless runt.’ He held a wide leather belt in his hand and he lashed down, the buckle caught Stanton high on the head and raked down across his cheek.


Stanton fell over and his old man stepped in and kicked him in the head, breaking his nose and splattering blood across his face. Stanton surged to his feet as anger and frustration welled up in his chest; his eyes locked on his father’s face and stayed there. For the first time in his sixteen years of life, he saw fear cross his father’s face. His father realized, too late, that his snot-nosed son had grown into a man, he licked his lips and they felt as dry as sand and he smelt his own fear in the heat and dust of the land.


Stanton stood over six feet tall, his shoulders and arms ridged with muscle and filled with rage and resentment. He swung a huge fist that thundered into the side of his father’s head and almost ripped his face off. Then he stepped up close into his father’s shadow and stared him down. Stanton’s eyes looked like you could scratch a match on the eyeballs and he wouldn’t even blink. Stanton’s father raised an arm in fear to protect his head and shoulder and he fell to his knees. Stanton grabbed a long scythe from the mule’s harness, gripped the oak shaft with both hands and swung it in a wide arc and the sleek honed blade buried itself in his father’s chest.


Stanton unharnessed the mule and rode away. He never looked back and he never went back. He never regretted it, either.


Now here he was, ten years on and twenty dead later, killing for a living. He reckoned they all deserved what they got. He took his misery out on everyone else.


Stanton still held Marcello by the throat and he fought the impulse to snap his neck there and then but he knew he still needed him. He let go of Marcello’s shirt and tried to relax. He looked under the table and as he straightened back up he said, ‘Not only has the durned lawyer Jarrett run out on us, he’s taken the bag with the papers, Heggarty’s money and bits of jewellery. Still, it makes the killing look like a robbery gone wrong. That’s what you tell folk, someone killed and robbed Walt Heggarty. Let’s get out of here and wait for the wife to turn up and then we force her to sign over the land. Meantime we find your friend Jarrett and I kill him.’


A couple of days later, the dead man’s son, Sam Heggarty, made his way across Wyoming, determined to find his father’s killers.









Chapter 2


 


Sam Heggarty sat in the hotel room. The wind and rain thumped like a fist on the wooden walls and the window.


He sat and stared at the planked floor for a long time as if he might find the answers there. He blew out his breath, grabbed his bag, threw it onto the bed and opened it up. He lifted the bundle wrapped in a burlap sack and felt the familiar heavy weight of the gun rig and two hand guns. He promised his wife when their first son was born four years ago that he had put them away forever. She saw him take them out of the drawer yesterday and watched him stow them in his bag before he set off, but she hadn’t said anything. She knew they had been a gift from his father when he joined the army. She understood why he took them as he set off to find the men who had killed his father. She accepted what he had to do; that was what made him the man he was.


He missed his boys already, his breath caught in the back of his throat but he pushed those thoughts aside. He had a job to do and there was no quitting in him at all.


The guns were oiled and their surfaces had a dull sheen in the soft lamp light. He picked one up and opened a fresh box of cartridges. He released the loading gate, pulled the hammer back, rotated the cylinder, clicked the chambers through one at a time and thumbed six rounds in. Then he did the same with the second gun. He filled the thirty-two cartridge loops on the calfskin belt.


He stood and rolled a cigarette, dragged a match across the wooden post of the door frame and his face flared in the cupped flame of the match under the brim of his hat. He was in his mid twenties, pools of colour high on his cheeks and dark eyes webbed with tiny lines at the corners. He lit the roll-up and inhaled the smoke deep into his chest. He balanced the cigarette on the old dresser by the wall while he pulled on his boots then pushed one gun down the waistband of his pants and went downstairs for a drink.


The saloon throbbed with noise.


Through the slatted swing doors, the wide boardwalk flanked the dusty street, with hitching posts and a water trough. Inside, a long polished oak panelled bar ran the width of the room. Around the base of the bar was a dull brass foot rail with a row of spittoons spaced along the floor. Along the ledge, towels hung for the drinkers to wipe the beer suds from their moustaches. Someone thumped out a tune on an old piano in a corner but no-one listened. The tune became lost in the sounds layered across each other – raucous voices lit with drink, card players oblivious to their surroundings called and slapped cards on the table, boots and chairs scraped on the rough wooden planking as the drifters, thieves, cowboys and town folk drank and gambled their way into another tomorrow.


‘A beer,’ Heggarty called as he eased his way to the crowded bar. The bartender nodded and started to draw the beer.


‘I’m next, boy,’ said a slurred voice.


Heggarty half turned and saw a spiteful face red with a whiskey flush glaring at him, the eyes vague and empty.


‘There’s no problem, friend,’ said the barman. ‘It don’t matter none, I’ll serve you as well.’


The drunk’s face looked as still and blank as a flat wall, his breath foul with cheap drink and tobacco. He reached a big calloused hand across and emptied out half of the beer that the barman placed in front of Heggarty. The liquid pooled on the bar and sloshed down over both men’s pants.


The drunk said, ‘Now look what you’ve gone and done, you goddamn clumsy fool. I’ll hit you ’til your teeth rattle like dice in a cup.’


Heggarty turned to his right to get a proper look at the troublemaker. He saw a man with narrow shoulders, wide hips and a lump of fat rolled around his middle. He had a thick blond moustache and a face the colour of fresh sunburn, his open jacket showed his rumpled shirt dark with sweat rings under the arms. Heggarty said, ‘You’re getting on my wrong side right quick, mister. That drink’s on you.’


The drunk blew out his cheeks, sucked in air and as he straightened up, his hand went for his gun. He drew but as it cleared the holster, Heggarty’s left hand snaked out and chopped down hard on the man’s gun hand. The drunk’s face jumped with pain and shock and his Colt clattered to the floor. Heggarty’s right hand jabbed out and his fist hit the gunman over his heart and he watched the drunk grunt and fall to his knees. Heggarty kicked the gun on the floor and it skittered across the boards and disappeared under a nearby table.


He watched the man on his knees for a moment, saw him struggle to breathe, his face crimson with pain and anger as he fought for air.


Heggarty turned away. An old timer, a scrawny old type all sinew and gristle leaning on the bar, winked at Heggarty. He lit a pipe and watched Heggarty through the smoke as it drifted across his face. He liked the look of the young man, smartly dressed in a charcoal corduroy shirt, the sleeves rolled up on his sunburned arms, his slim body as compact and hard as a pile of bricks. He was fairly tall with a fresh, honest face, short dark hair and long sideburns.


Heggarty slid the half empty beer glass across to the old timer and said, ‘Have that one on me, partner.’ He walked off and as he passed in close, he whispered, ‘Holler if he tries anything,’ and he left the bar without looking back. His right hand rested on the gun tucked down the waistband at the front of his pants. He felt the cold weight in his hand, the familiar grip comforted him as he headed back to his room.









Chapter 3


 


Early next morning, the stagecoach pulled up in front of the hotel. It had a four horse team, a driver and an armed guard. They aimed to cover seventy miles that day. As they stopped, the driver jammed on the brake with his foot and the stage rocked on the two leather strap thorough braces that supported the coach. The guard laid his shotgun in the front box and climbed down from his seat on the left of the driver and crossed into the hotel. He was a cheerful, pot-bellied middle-aged man, freshly shaved but his skin had baked in the sun over so many years it looked like old wrinkled leather. He walked through the open doors, bringing with him the smell of the early heat from the street and stale tobacco.


He glanced over at the clerk behind the desk, nodded and said, ‘Fine morning, we’ve got three passengers to pick up.’ The clerk adjusted the glasses on his nose and looked around.


Heggarty sat in a wooden chair against the far wall, he pushed his hat back on his head, sat up and half raised his hand to show his ticket.


A small man wearing a dark baggy suit and black felt derby hat that looked too big for him stood leaning over a table, looking at the Oregon Herald spread out in front of him. He held out a ticket without looking up.


A chunky figure stepped out of a door from the saloon and waved a ticket.


‘I’m Sorensen,’ he said in a thick phlegmy voice, his eyes puffy and his face pale, as white and tight as paper.


Heggarty recognized the voice, looked up and saw the drunk from the fight in the bar the previous night. He did not say anything, he figured it was all over between them but watched the man as he moved into the light. Sorensen’s glance flicked across to Heggarty for a second but he lowered his eyes and walked past to stand by the door.


The guard cleared his throat.


‘The stage is going from Moneta through Powder River to Chugwater in Platte County. We’ll arrive the day after tomorrow. We have one passenger for Powder River, so we’ll be stopping there a spell before we move on to Chugwater.’ He paused, his voice sounded heavy and tired. ‘Even if you’ve travelled with the Cheyenne and Black Hills Stage Line before, I’ll remind you of the most important company rules before we start out.’ He glanced at Sorensen ‘There’s supposed to be no drinking liquor, but if you must then pass the bottle round. We’ve no ladies travelling so you can smoke and use rough language, it don’t matter none to me. But don’t snore right loud or use anyone else as a damn pillow, it always leads to trouble.’


He looked at each passenger and said, ‘You boys keep your guns with you but don’t fire out of the windows at the animals, it scares the horses something shocking. I figure there’s no grief between any of you, let’s keep it like that.’


Heggarty looked over at Sorensen but saw his gaze fixed on the floor in front of him. Sorensen leaned his head back, rolled his neck and said, ‘Can we get gone?’


‘We surely can, yes, sir, the last rule is we don’t keep the stage waiting.’


Sorensen got on board first. Heggarty threw his bag up to the guard who shuffled it across the coach roof and lashed it to the rails then, holding his rifle, Heggarty climbed on board. The small man followed, he folded his newspaper, slipped it into his jacket pocket and pressed it down flat.


‘No luggage,’ he said, looking up at the guard and smiling.


Inside, the small man, Farrington, sat by the door and Heggarty sat opposite him with his back to the horses. He slid across the seat a little to give Farrington more leg room and Farrington nodded his thanks and they settled for the ride.


Sorensen sat by the far door facing the horses, his feet on the seat opposite and he lay slumped on the bench with his hat pulled down over his face and slept, or pretended to.


‘I’m Sam Heggarty. Going far?’ said Heggarty, smiling at the little man. He liked the look of him, he was in his early twenties, small with a clear open face and curly hair.


‘My name’s Farrington. I’m off at the first stop, Powder River, how about you?’ His voice surprised Heggarty, it was deep and raspy like someone cutting lumber with an old saw.


‘Next one down the line after you, Chugwater,’ said Heggarty.


Farrington studied the other passenger Sorensen’s faded red shirt, crumpled and threadbare tan canvas trousers and his hat with a tall crown and thick sweat stains around the headband. Farrington looked him up and down, turned to face Heggarty and raised his eyebrows and smiled as the driver shouted, ‘Next stop is the swing station in six hours, give or take.’ The stage jolted as he released the brake.


The stage surged forward as the driver urged the horses on, snapping the reins over the back of the team. The coach groaned and swayed as they gathered speed and moved out of town. As they left the buildings behind, the horses picked up their pace and moved along the rutted trail, their drumming hoofs and the iron-rimmed wheels throwing trail dust up in a cloud that snaked out behind them.


‘I don’t expect anything much will happen this trip, do you?’ said Heggarty.


‘You never know,’ said Farrington.


 


Down the trail a piece, the attorney Jarrett rode his buggy and cursed his luck. He wished he hadn’t seen Stanton kill Walt Heggarty. He thought about how things kept on going from bad to worse. He didn’t go looking for trouble but it usually found him. Well, he reflected, he made some poor decisions back in Boston, that was true. Using clients’ money to buy some sure fire investments seemed a good idea. Of course, he’d have paid them back out of the profits. Then it all went belly up and he had to get out. But Godforsaken Wyoming, that was another step down to hell all right. The Colonel was an impressive man with a simple scheme to buy the land in and around the Chugwater Valley and sell it at a big profit. He didn’t know how the Colonel knew about his little problem in Boston but he didn’t seem to care and let him manage the paperwork. Mind you, he said he’d kill him if he did anything wrong.


And Stanton had put a knot in one or two heads along the way to get folk off the land but that seemed reasonable business, it was only a few sodbusters after all. But that murder was way out of line. Stanton was out of control. That idiot Marcello was a stupid, fawning yes man. He had a ten dollar Stetson on a five cent head.


Yes, he ran when Stanton killed Walt Heggarty, well, any civilized person would do the same thing faced with cold blooded murder. And yes, he took the bag but after all, it was his paperwork inside it. The money as well, he reasoned, well, he’d earned that. A thousand or so in cash looked fair for the work he’d put in. The cheap costume jewellery was worthless, he needed to dump that really.


He hid for a couple of days until his trail cooled, it was uncomfortable but he figured Stanton would be looking for him and he needed to clear the territory and start over. Jarrett knew with certainty that Stanton would kill him now because he knew too much and witnessed the murder. Stanton terrified him, he never smiled and never talked about his personal life, if he had one. He just looked at you like you were something on the end of a dung fork and crushed everyone who got in his way. For sure, he was in a heap of trouble now Stanton was looking for him.


Jarrett jolted out of his daydream as the buggy tipped sideways and he rolled out into the hot dust. He stood and, to his horror, he saw two Indians walk up out of a draw and run towards him.


 


The stage with Heggarty on board made good time until in the afternoon it slowed and they heard the driver shout to his guard over the thrum of the horses’ hoofs. Heggarty and Farrington looked at each other, lifted the leather curtains and poked their heads out of the windows. The breeze tugged at their hats as they squinted through the choking dust cloud.


‘What’s happening?’ shouted Farrington, ducking back inside and brushing the dirt from his face with the palm of his hand. Before Heggarty could reply, they heard the unmistakable crack of two gunshots and the wagon jerked as the driver hauled on the brake and shouted over his shoulder to them.
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