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CHAPTER ONE





Ignoring her husband’s proffered hand, Sarah stepped up to the buckboard’s bench seat. ‘I wish you’d stop your nonsense, Jeff. Doctor Michaels says I’m fine, and the way this baby’s kicking there’s nothing wrong with him either. I could walk to the store, it’s only a step.’


‘Man’s got a right to look after his wife,’ Jeff Warrinder replied, climbing up beside her and unhitching the reins from the brake. ‘Still not sure this town’s a fit place for a lady to go out alone.’


‘Nonsense.’ Her dimples showed. ‘You’ve got it hand-tamed.’


‘Maybe. Anyway, it’s kinda warm to be walking up that hill.’


Sarah sighed. ‘Wearing that badge makes you a sight too fond of having your own way. Bossing folks gets to be a habit.’ The smile on her face belied the sting of her words.


Jeff glanced around; it was real quiet down here at the junction of Ford Street and Main. As the bay mare pulled the buckboard into motion he leant across and gave his pretty wife a kiss, lingering over it until she pushed him away with a laugh, her cheeks flushed. ‘And that’s no way for the sheriff to behave right out in the open where everyone can see.’


The crack of a shot broke the afternoon silence. Jeff frowned, staring up towards the centre of town. Redemption was built on a sloping bluff, narrowing towards the top at the northern end where the oldest buildings, including the Redemption hotel, the store, the bank and the sheriff’s office, were located. ‘Maybe I’d best turn around and take you back home.’


‘It’ll just be one of Bull Krantz’s boys whooping things up,’ Sarah said mildly. ‘Don’t fuss.’


‘I guess.’ Jeff clicked his tongue to the chunky bay mare between the shafts, urging her to get a move on up the hill. Only two roads led in and out of Redemption. The high cliffs of the bluff made it impossible to approach the town from the north or the east. To the west it was flanked by the river. Down beyond the cabin where the Warrinders lived, Ford Street led to the only safe crossing in ten miles, while a wider track snaked away south towards Burville, the county seat.


‘Water’s high,’ Jeff commented, half turning to look back at the river then giving his full attention to the horse as the road grew steeper and it leant to its work. ‘You figure—’


The crack of another shot from somewhere ahead cut his words off short. ‘I’d best put you down,’ Jeff said. ‘That’s trouble.’


‘No, stop fussing. I’m fine. Life’s been a little quiet lately.’ Her cheek dimpled again. ‘I wouldn’t object to watching you tear a strip off some of the Double Bar K boys.’


He hesitated. ‘I may have quieted this town down some, but I’m not so sure about you.’ Two more blasts exploded into the warm afternoon air. Jeff slapped the reins down on the bay’s back. ‘Hold on then, Sarah.’


The buckboard swayed and bounced as the horse powered its way up the slope. There was a flurry of movement ahead. More shots rang out. A mule tied up outside the store squealed suddenly and fell, legs kicking. By the hotel something lay crumpled on the steps, while on the left-hand side of the road a tangle of horses wheeled outside the bank.


As the buckboard drew closer, two riders pulled clear of the confusion, angling their mounts round to face them down the hill. A rangy brown horse with an empty saddle wheeled to follow, leaping clear over a body that lay sprawled in the street. A red stain was spreading into the dirt. The fallen rider’s hat rolled away to reveal that he had a blue bandanna tied over the lower part of his face.


A man stood by a loaded wagon outside the grain store, his back to the advancing buckboard, all his attention fixed on the two riders as they galloped flat out towards him. After a second’s hesitation he reached for something alongside his load. He straightened with a shotgun in his hands and took two steps out in to the road.


‘That’s Steve Hanson,’ Sarah said.


‘Dammit!’ Jeff reached one hand to the floor, feeling for his rifle, pulling it clear and laying it across his knees. He lashed the bay horse with the reins. ‘Crazy young fool!’


The tragedy unfolded, slow and inevitable as the passage of time. People peered from windows and shop doorways; these moments would be engraved forever on Redemption’s memory. The riders were spurring their horses hard, but one of them held a rifle steady in his grasp as he leant into the motion.


They didn’t hear the shot over the rumbling protests of the buckboard and the drumming of hoofs, but Steve Hanson reeled and fell, and he didn’t move again. The outlaw hadn’t slowed, nor had he lowered his gun, seeking now for another target, seeing the man in the buckboard coming straight at him, maybe even spotting the badge on his chest.


Sheriff Jeff Warrinder hauled on the reins so hard the bay sat back on its haunches; if the hill hadn’t been so steep the buckboard might have run on and over its heels. The two riders were almost upon them, but Jeff had spoiled the gunman’s aim.


He pushed Sarah roughly down in front of the buckboard’s seat. The rifle slid from his lap and she grabbed and held it; he needed both hands for the reins. Jeff’s back felt horribly broad as he kept the animal turning, the wagon’s wheels spinning and sliding in the dust, shaving so close to the sidewalk that a few splinters flew off the steps outside the haberdasher’s shop.


In a breathless moment that seemed to last forever the two men had passed them and were galloping down the hill. People were emerging from the store and the hotel, some of them running for their horses; it wouldn’t take the townsmen long to mount up and give chase. If the bank robbers headed for the ford with the river running so fast they’d be caught before they reached midstream. Most likely they knew that, and they’d go south.


‘I’ll be needing that rifle,’ he said, glancing at his wife as he lashed at the bay again. ‘You all right?’


She returned his look with a nod, a light in her blue eyes that owed nothing to fear. The man who shot Steve Hanson was twisting in the saddle. A bullet shrieked past Jeff’s ear. He ducked involuntarily and bit back a curse.


There was a bend ahead where the road forked. To the right the trail went past the house they’d left just a few minutes ago, then down to the ford, while to the left it snaked between the telegraph office and the cattleman’s association on its way out of town. The riders leant into the bend and headed for open country.


Jeff hauled left-handed and the bay’s head came round reluctantly; the road to the right led back to its stall, away from this sudden madness. Slipping the reins over his shoulder and around his left arm to free his hands, Jeff reached for the rifle. He snapped off a couple of shots, and thought he saw blood spray from one of the horses.


It was all too much for the bay. It flung up its head and tried to turn for home, nearly dragging Jeff off the seat. He dropped the rifle and grappled with the reins but the buckboard was slewing wildly to the left.


There was a drop at the side of the road; it had been levelled to raise it above the last fall of the slope from the bluff down to the plain.


For a split second it looked as if they’d make it. The horse’s hoofs stayed on the hard-baked dirt. But the buckboard was still skidding sideways, the left wheels trying to run on thin air. With a tearing crash the little wagon turned over, the horse snorting in terror as it was taken along for the ride. A splintered shaft plunged into its belly like a spear as it landed beneath the ruin and the beast screamed.


His hands clutching frantically for his wife, Jeff was flung clear, to roll a couple of times in the dust. He came half to his feet before he’d stopped tumbling and scrambled back to where Sarah lay. She was staring up at the sky, a look of surprise in her forget-me-not blue eyes. Jeff laid a hand gently against her cheek. The pretty head lolled, too quick, too easy. Even as she met her husband’s look life fled from her gaze. Her neck was broken.


Numbly he reached out to close the dead eyes. He wanted to throw back his head and howl like an animal. Hoofbeats sounded on the road behind him. He looked round. It was his deputy, Nate Grundy, his big black coming to a sliding halt. Sheriff Warrinder stared at the young man in blank anger then leapt to his feet.


‘Get off that horse.’


Grundy hesitated, glancing to the south where the two riders were spurring into open country, then looking down at Sarah Warrinder’s body. ‘There’s folk on the way. We’ll see to it, Jeff; they won’t get away.’


Sheriff Warrinder was at his side, one hand already on the rein. ‘I gave you an order, Deputy. The horse!’


Grundy was barely out of the saddle before the sheriff was on the horse’s back, his right hand dragging Grundy’s Winchester repeater from its holster. As his heels drummed at his mount’s sides Jeff Warrinder heard a solitary shot ring out behind him. Nate had put the bay out of its misery. He felt a momentary pang of jealousy; nobody would do the same for him. Then self-pity was forgotten. There was a job to be done.


The sheriff drove the horse to a wild gallop, flattening himself on its neck, gaining inch by inch on the two riders as they fled from his fury. His whole existence narrowed down to this one moment, this one purpose. The Winchester felt heavy in his hand. He almost let it go; he didn’t need a weapon, his wrath alone would suffice to see that justice was done.


A mile sped by beneath the flying hoofs, then another. The gap was closing, one horse flagging. Jeff Warrinder noted the crazy motion of the horse’s black tail as it stumbled wearily; there was a wide splash of blood darkening its quarters. The animal was almost ready to drop.


The fugitive turned in the saddle to look back, his mouth opening in astonishment as he saw how close his pursuer had come; panic clear in his eyes when he realized the sheriff couldn’t be outrun. Warrinder gained another couple of yards as the man drew his six-gun, but he made no attempt to lift Nate’s Winchester, letting it hang lax in his grasp.


Shots spattered past him. Warrinder doubted he’d have felt a thing if one of them had found its mark; he was beyond feeling. Raking the horse’s sides he felt the big black respond. His quarry was only five yards away. Then four. A last shot whined by and the six-gun was empty. With a howl of fear and rage the rider dropped the useless weapon back into his holster and bent low to urge the wounded horse to one last effort.


Sheriff Warrinder rode up alongside. He wanted to beat this man to a pulp, but some scrap of common sense remained; there was still the second rider, the one who’d gunned down Steve Hanson. Riding a fine-boned chestnut he was holding his lead. With something like reluctance Warrinder lifted the rifle to his shoulder.


Finding himself staring down the gun’s muzzle the big man heaved on the reins at the exact instant when the bullet spat from the rifled barrel. The shot took him in the side and he tipped and fell.


When the sheriff looked back a moment later the horse was standing with its head down, blowing hard, while the man lay on the ground, not moving. The drum of many hoofs signalled that Grundy had gathered up more men for the pursuit. Satisfied, Warrinder turned his attention to the man on the chestnut, still in front of him and turning in the saddle, trying to sight down the long barrel of his rifle.


The first bullet threw up a spurt of dust under the black’s hoofs. The second sang past Jeff’s ear. He dropped the Winchester. For an insane moment he thought he could hear Sarah’s voice, that half-amused, half-irritated tone she used when she was scolding him.


‘Are you trying to get yourself killed, Jeff Warrinder?’


She’d got it right. He was. But not yet.


The chestnut slowed. A man couldn’t shoot accurately and kick on his horse at the same time. From some inner reserve the big black Warrinder rode found an ounce more effort, flattening a little more, stretching its neck and galloping as if the hounds of Hell were on its heels.


The rifle barked just one more time. Warrinder felt a draught of wind stroke across the top of his head. He didn’t spare it a thought. The two horses were almost neck and neck. The click as the rifle’s hammer came down on an empty chamber sounded clear above the drum of hoofs. Yelling a curse at fate, the man flung the gun at the sheriff’s head. It missed by a foot and cartwheeled away from them.


The blood was singing in Warrinder’s ears. Death was so close he could smell it. Reaching out a hand he grasped his quarry by the wrist. He pulled with all his considerable strength. Both men and horses fell, a spectacular jumble of tumbling bodies and flailing legs. For the second time that day Warrinder was somersaulting, trying to hold on to something, reluctant to let go … He heard the crack as the bones in the man’s arm splintered, bringing a yelp of pain. Still he held on.


Hot dust swept into Warrinder’s face, choking him, blinding him. He rolled to his knees and breathed deep of the dirty air then opened his eyes, ignoring the grit searing his eyeballs. A drift of oversized snowflakes scattered down around him. The money the men had stolen from the bank was billowing from a torn saddle-bag as the chestnut scrambled to its feet and limped away.


Warrinder’s prey lay half beneath him, pain-dimmed eyes staring up in terror, his uninjured hand groping for the pearl-handled six-gun at his side. With slow deliberation Warrinder reached over and drew the pistol before the man could reach it.


The world turned dark. To the end of his life Jeff Warrinder would swear he couldn’t recall what happened in those few minutes out on the Burville road. It was a lie; he would never forget a single second. One blow with the six-gun’s butt broke the bank robber’s hand. After that Warrinder threw the weapon aside. There was an intense satisfaction in pounding his fists into unresisting flesh and bone, mashing the man’s face until it was a featureless mask. At the end he lifted the mutilated head and smashed it down on to the ground, over and over until it split open like an overripe fruit.


No sound reached him. He didn’t hear the injured man’s screams as they faded into silence, nor the rattle of his last breath. Nor did he see the townsmen as they came to surround him. He was still pounding at the dead body when Nate Grundy grabbed hold of his arm. Screaming defiance he turned to tackle this new enemy. Jim Ormond, Redemption’s blacksmith, came to Nate’s aid. Between them the two men pinioned their sheriff’s arms and dragged him away.


Jeff Warrinder sagged, spattered with blood, his knuckles skinned raw. When they let him go he dropped to his knees and buried his head in his hands.



















CHAPTER TWO





‘Dirty double-crosser!’ The words slurred from the mouth of the man clutching at the hitching rail. He’d lost his hat, and his long hair hung lank over his eyes to tangle with his shaggy beard. His clothes were filthy enough to shame a cowboy coming back from a three-month cattle drive. Despite the support he was swaying precariously as he made a clumsy lunge forward. ‘Godamm thief!’


Sheriff Nate Grundy stepped back, easily dodging the haymaker aimed at his chin, leaving his attacker to collapse heavily to the ground, half on and half off the sidewalk.


‘Take it easy,’ the young sheriff said resignedly. ‘Did you have to pick a fight with Rupe Krantz? His pa’s likely to press charges this time, and I’m running out of excuses. Why can’t you get drunk quiet-like?’


There was no response but a fuddled growl. Grundy sighed, leaning down to pull the drunk to his feet. ‘I’ll quit wasting my breath; you’re way too full of Pusey’s firewater to hear a word. Let’s get you inside. Try not to puke in the office this time, Jeff. Abe’s getting tired of cleaning up after you.’


He manhandled his burden up the steps and through the office door.


‘Abe? Get out here.’


Deputy Abe Bozeman appeared at the door that led to the cells. The old man glanced at the drunkard and frowned. ‘Not again. We ain’t got no room.’


‘What? I’ve only been gone an hour,’ Grundy said. ‘Where d’you find somebody to lock up that quick?’


‘Didn’t find nobody. Bull Krantz came with some of his boys just after you left. They found ’emselves a rustler.’


‘And they brought him in?’ Grundy eased Jeff Warrinder to the floor, where he was instantly and comprehensively sick. ‘Oh, Jeez!’


It was a few minutes before Nate Grundy got back to the subject of the occupied cell, by which time Warrinder was curled up under the solid oak desk that had once been his own, his eyes closed and his shaggy head resting on a bruised fist.


‘Don’t tell me old man Krantz is getting soft in his old age?’ Nate glanced at the figure lying at his feet. ‘Even Jeff could never keep Bull from taking the law into his own hands. If the Krantzes found ’emselves a rustler I’m surprised they didn’t string him up.’


‘Guess they would’ve,’ Bozeman replied. ‘Only it ain’t a he: it’s Cassie Hanson.


The sheriff looked at his deputy in disbelief. ‘Are you telling me you’ve got a woman locked up back there?’


‘Didn’t have no choice.’ Old Abe Bozeman refused to meet his boss’s eyes. ‘Bull swore he’d caught her red-handed with a dozen head of his prime steers. Had three of his hands along to back him up. Says if we don’t keep that gal off’n his land he’ll let ’em string her to the nearest tree, fee-male or no.’


‘One hour,’ Nate said. ‘I was only away for one hour! We can’t put a woman in jail alongside a man like Ross Cord.’


‘I wouldn’t do that,’ Abe said hurriedly. ‘No siree. I minded what you told me. Didn’t go near Cord when his dinner was sent over from the hotel, I pushed his food tray in with my foot an’ all, never opened the door. Mrs Hanson’s in the other cell, an’ I rigged up a blanket to keep things kinda decent for her.’


‘But …’ Grundy ran out of words. He pushed through the door to the cells behind his office. Through the right-hand grille facing him he could see Cord, lying stretched out on the bunk, his head propped against the wall and his eyes fixed unblinkingly on the sheriff as he approached. To the left, with a blanket tied from the bars at the narrow window across to the door, Cassie Hanson stood with her arm through the grille, caught in the act of inserting a hairpin into the lock.


‘And about time!’ She pulled her hand back through the bars and replaced the hairpin in the untidy knot of hair on the nape of her neck. Cassie Hanson was a head and a half shorter than the sheriff. He recalled the way she’d looked a year ago, a pretty girl driving into town alongside her new husband to fetch their supplies, or dressed in her Sunday best for church.


Right now she barely looked like a woman, her curves hidden in a man’s ragged mackinaw that was held tight around her waist with a piece of twine. Reaching out to the bunk behind her she picked up a battered old felt hat and jammed it on her head. ‘You’d better let me out of here right now, Nate Grundy.’


‘Bull Krantz says you rustled some of his beef.’


‘Rustled!’ She grabbed the bars and shook them angrily. ‘How else am I supposed to survive when he helps himself to all my young stock? I must have lost more than half this year’s breeding to him.’


‘No law to stop him putting his brand on a few clearskins, not if they’re on open range.’


‘I don’t deny we were late with the branding at the Lazy Zee, but by the time I started there must’ve been a hundred head of mine on the wrong side of the river. Anyone but Bull Krantz would have driven them back, but he just put his mark on my young stock alongside his own. Maybe he had his hands fetching them in the first place; I wouldn’t put it past the mean old buzzard.’


‘Nothing I can do about that unless you’ve got some proof, Mrs Hanson. This feud won’t do anybody no good. In a day or two I’ll go talk to Krantz. Meantime I’ll let you go if you promise to stay away from his cattle.’


The young woman glowered at him. ‘I will not. When Steve was alive Bull wasn’t a bad neighbour. He was high-handed, with worse manners than a mule, but we got along well enough. Now he’s trying to drive me out of business. Folks around here pay you to keep the law, Mr Grundy, and it’s not right letting Bull Krantz treat me that way. If you haven’t got the guts to tackle the man just let me go and talk to him. I’ll make him see reason.’


‘I can’t do that, Mrs Hanson. If it’s true you drove some of Bull’s steers off his range that’s a hanging offence. We’ll get it smoothed over somehow, but right now you’d best stay right where you are.’ As she opened her mouth to protest he turned on his heels and returned to the office. He was back in less than a minute, dragging the senseless form of a man by the shoulders.


‘Step back, ma’am. Abe, get the door open. I’m sorry to do this to a lady, but there’s no place else I can put him. Jeff’s gonna be keeping you company tonight.’ He laid the unconscious man on the floor at the back of the cell. ‘Abe’ll put a chair right out here to keep an eye on the both of you, all decent and proper, though I’d say the roof blowing off is more likely than Warrinder waking up before midday.’


Cassie Hanson bit her lip but said nothing. The sheriff backed out of the cell and waited till his deputy had locked the door. Then he went into the office, coming out with the visitor’s chair. ‘You heard me, Abe. You set yourself down.’


The old man shrugged, casting an uneasy glance at Ross Cord. The robber returned the look, a slight grin on his pale lips. ‘Sure ain’t fair,’ the outlaw drawled. ‘Can’t see the little lady from here.’


‘Shut your mouth, Cord,’ Nate Grundy said curtly, ‘or I’ll shut it for you. Those marshals from Burville better get a move on and fetch you out of here soon; don’t reckon I’ll ever be rid of the stench.’




 





It was late, several hours past midnight. Cassie Hanson lay on the bunk staring at the dark sky through the tiny window. Across the cell a soft rhythmic snore issued from where the drunken Jeff Warrinder lay. Twice she’d got up to poke him in the back, bringing the noise to a halt for a while, but now the sound was eclipsed by the rasping vibrations of old Abe’s throat as he dozed, and she’d given up hope of sleeping. In the next cell she could hear Ross Cord pacing the distance from the door to the window and back again, soft-footed as a cat.


From the front office came the creak of wood then suddenly a sharper noise, impossible to pin down. Abe Bozeman snorted and shifted in his chair, but no more sounds disturbed the night. He settled again. His snores almost covered the slight chink of the chimney being lifted off a lamp, and the scrape of a light being struck.


Some instinct made Cassie tuck her head down and feign sleep, leaving a space so she could see out from under the blanket. The door from the sheriff’s office opened and light spilled into the cells. Ross Cord stopped pacing, his footfalls halting abruptly, the bars giving out a faint musical ring as he clutched at them. ‘About time,’ he hissed. ‘Get rid of him.’


A shape moved across in front of the cells. There was a strange rasping sound, then the most terrible noise Cassie had ever heard. Abe Bozeman gave a choking moan, his breath bubbling in his throat. There was a crash as he and the chair fell together. Cord swore. ‘Watch the noise. Finish it!’


‘No need. He’s done for.’


Cassie bit hard at her lip to keep herself from crying out. The old man lay only feet away from her on the stone floor, blood pumping from the gaping red slash across his neck. She shut her eyes, but she couldn’t keep out the sounds of the old deputy’s dying. With a jangle of keys and a moment later a rush of footsteps, Ross Cord was freed.


‘Let’s get out of here.’ It was the voice of the man who’d spoken before, the man who had just killed Abe Bozeman.


‘Wait. Gimme those keys. And hand me the light.’ Cord said.


Cassie screwed her eyes shut, willing the other man to refuse and hurry him away.


‘Why?’


‘Just curious.’ The door of her cell was unlocked and the blanket was ripped off her. She opened her eyes and stared up into the square-jawed stubbly face she’d glimpsed briefly when Abe had brought her in. Ross Cord smiled down at her, showing a gap in his brown-stained teeth.


‘Can see why they wasn’t gettin’ too excited, but I reckon you’d clean up fair enough.’ He reached for her hand and pulled her to her feet. Cassie glared up at him, keeping her gaze resolutely away from the figure lying in the passageway.


‘You crazy?’ It was a tall, thin man who spoke, standing up against the bars, his face hidden under a grubby bandanna. This was the killer, the man with the knife. In the light of the single lamp she could just see the shape of another man in the door of the office beyond.


‘We’ll be hidin’ out for a month at least. When they see what you done to the old man the posse won’t give up easy. Gets kinda lonely in them hills.’ Cord made to drag her out of the cell but Cassie forestalled him, tugging her hand from his and moving fast to lead the way.


‘The noise you’re all making we’ll be lucky to get clear of the town before the sheriff comes after us,’ she said.


Cord chuckled softly. ‘Am I gettin’ this right? You wanna come?’


‘Didn’t you hear what the sheriff said? Nobody crosses Bull Krantz; he’s the biggest rancher in these parts. If I’d been a man they’d have put a rope round my neck already. Since I’m a woman they’ll give me a trial and make it legal, but I’ll still end up dead.’


‘Who’s that?’ The tall man had noticed the man on the floor of her cell. ‘Sleeps sound, don’t he?’


‘Man by the name of Warrinder,’ Cord said.


The man shook his head, pulling the bandanna down from his mouth. ‘That don’t make sense. Warrinder was the sheriff here. The lousy bastard killed my brother Job. Shot him, after him and the Hausel boys hit the bank. I heard it took Job a week to die.’ He went into the cell and grabbed the unconscious man by the shoulders, shaking him roughly.


‘That’s no sheriff.’ The man who’d stayed by the office door spoke for the first time. ‘Looks more like a mountain man.’


‘One way to be sure,’ Cord said. ‘The deputy did a lot of braggin’. He was tellin’ me about a sheriff here before the one they got now, figure the name could have been Warrinder. He said the man killed Billy Silver back in Laredo. Took a slug in the left shoulder doin’ it. Wound like that leaves a scar. Take a look, Brodie.’


The thin man bent to rip the filthy shirt.


‘It’s him right enough,’ Brodie said, a humourless grin lifting the corners of his mouth. ‘Job would just love to see this, reckon I get to set things square tonight.’


‘Thought you were in a hurry to leave,’ Cord said.


‘Not just yet. Me an’ Warrinder’s got some unfinished business.’
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