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ONE


Judge Ed Payne couldn’t be certain what it was that had dragged him befuddled and protesting from just about the best danged sleep he’d had in the fifty years since he’d married Agnes Smallbone. All he knew was his eyelids had creaked back over yellowing eyeballs, he’d stared blearily and uncomprehendingly into an unfamiliar gloom for close on half a minute then, with a mighty effort, had wriggled his stiff legs to the edge of the bunk and let them slide over in the forlorn hope that their weight would drag him upright.


With his skinny legs dangling off the edge of the bunk, Ed found the makings in the pocket of the rolled jacket he’d used for a pillow and swiftly and expertly fashioned himself a cigarette. A match flared was skilfully applied to the quirly without igniting the overlapping straggly moustache. Blue smoke swirled and eddied. Ed coughed, squinted through the haze at the high square of the window, figured he’d been roused maybe an hour before a cold dawn – and, as the bite of the strong tobacco began sharpening his dulled faculties, he set his mind to thinking.


The only things that could rouse an old man from a deep sleep were a bright light shining in his face or one hell of a loud noise. Ed trickled smoke, narrowed his eyes, gathered slippery, hazy remembrances and grabbed them with both hands before they wriggled out of his grasp.


Yeah, that was it – but not one noise, two of them, and both of them almighty loud bangs.


Ed Payne let it rest there, sucking on the quirly until the burning tobacco scorched his fingers, and all the while his big ears were close to twitching like an old hound dog’s so hard did he listen. But the sounds that had disturbed him were not repeated. Outside it was too early for street noises; inside, all was silent.


Ed noted that last fact, mulled over it, got himself nowhere. Hell, dawn still hadn’t broken, no reason for Tide Buchanan to be up and about and even if he was Ed wouldn’t hear him, damn feller always did move as quiet as an Injun.


Still and all.…


With a ragged sigh Judge Payne dropped the cigarette on the dirt floor, walked unsteadily over to the bars of his strap-steel cell and peered out into the lamplit passage. And, as his arthritic fingers hooked onto the cold metal, he stared pensively at the wooden bench against the far wall and the closed hardwood door leading out to the office and wondered what the hell it was had dragged him from his sleep and taken Tide Buchanan, Marshal of Gila Bend, Arizona, out into the cold, dusty street.


A gunshot. A door slamming.


Yeah, that was it.


Only thing was, he couldn’t recall which of them had come first.


‘That damn gunslinger Charlie “Wink” Rachman broke out of the Pen more’n a week gone. Him and a real poisonous ’breed owlhoot, name of Pedro Torres.’ This was Spencer Hill talking, six in the morning and already aproned up and with his big square hands tilting a barrel onto its rim ready to be rolled down the alley at the side of his mercantile.


Marshal Tide Buchanan sighed. ‘All right, Spence, who was it brought the news, went trigger-happy and spoiled my sleep?’


‘Yours and the judge’s,’ Hill said, and grinned broadly. ‘It was young Josh Santee. Got hisself the idea him carryin’ the news to Sally Grey’ll put him ahead of the field.’


‘She appreciate him firin’ off his pistol outside her bedroom window?’


‘If you call pourin’ a bucket of cold water over his head appreciation, then yes, I reckon she did,’ Hill said, his bright blue eyes twinkling. ‘Was still tiltin’ his head to get the water out of his ears when he came over to tell me about Rachman. Seems a couple of his pa’s waddies rode in after a night in Montezuma, said word about the break had come over the telegraph.’


Buchanan nodded, then touched the big storekeeper’s shoulder. He stepped off the sidewalk and moved away from the mercantile, the high heels of his worn leather boots making walking awkward as he cut at an angle across the sloping, deeply rutted street, his dark eyes narrowed and busy. Tall, dark and whipcord thin, his movements were cat-like, his face lean of cheek and deeply tanned.


Wink Rachman had returned to Arizona after an absence of two years, and on the first night back had ridden into Silver Spur and clubbed his sister’s husband to death with a peeled log. Later, on that same dark night and still stained with the dead man’s blood, he had ridden into town, got himself roaring drunk and put the fear of God into Gila Bend’s young seamstress before she was able to scream loud enough for help to come running.


Unconsciously, the marshal hitched his low-slung Remington as he stepped onto the plankwalk alongside McMahon’s saloon and watched a buckboard emerge from behind the cottonwoods at the far end of town, drag a plume of dust past him and, axle squealing, bounce around in a tight half-circle to draw up in front of the mercantile.


Reliable news, this time, Buchanan thought, knowing that Wes Lake, Tumbling S’s wrangler, was renowned for his straight talking. For an instant he hesitated, then walked past Harry Pepper’s bank and the neatly painted premises occupied by Sally Grey, trod gingerly past another closed door alongside which hung Judge Payne’s brass shingle and behind which Agnes Payne, née Smallbone, simmered with a perpetual rage, then stepped down off the plankwalk and turned into the sweet-smelling livery barn.


A door creaked open. Frank Parker emerged from his office, short, skinny, red galluses dangling, with straggly grey hair and piercing blue eyes in a face as brown and lined as a year-old apple. The old army scout launched straight into the attack.


‘When’re you lettin’ him out, Tide?’


‘You know I can’t answer that—’


‘Why not? Ain’t you the town marshal?’


‘Sure, but—’


‘And ain’t you got a man locked up in one of them strap-steel cells, a man more used to lockin’ people up than the reverse?’


‘Yes, but—’


‘Well, hell, you heard Agnes flyin’ off the handle at Josh Santee. Now, I may be wrong, but it seems to me that her abrasive manner’s a thousand time’s worse since you slammed old Ed in the calaboose, and seein’ as how it was too damn bad to put up with in the first place, I—’


‘You hear about Wink Rachman?’


Parker blinked, his toothless mouth agape. ‘How’s that?’


‘Rachman broke out of the Yuma Pen, Frank. Now, I can’t say for sure which direction he’s headed, but if you’d kindly walk down the runway and get my horse saddled maybe I can do the job I’m paid for and go warn decent folk to expect trouble.’


Five minutes later, when Tide Buchanan had rolled and half smoked the first cigarette of the morning and was picking a shred of tobacco off his lip as he looked idly down the street to where Spencer Hill was helping the Tumbling S wrangler load stores onto the buckboard, Parker came back up the runway leading the marshal’s big blue roan. There was a worried look on his face.


‘That right about Rachman?’


Buchanan swung into the saddle, settled, eased the big horse around.


‘According to young Josh Santee.’


‘Always did figure the only reason he came back nosin’ around his sister’s spread was ’cos he had them skewed eyes of his on Harry Pepper’s bank.’


‘The thought did cross my mind before I lost count calculating how many people benefited from Hank Carter’s sudden death.’


‘Yeah,’ Parker grumbled. ‘And maybe if you’d enforce that ordnance about no guns inside town limits a man’d get a night’s sleep ’stead of—’


‘That’d apply to you, too, Frank,’ Buchanan cut in. ‘If you’re right about Rachman, are you happy to set there waitin’ for him and his owlhoot pard to ride into town with that big Dragoon of yours locked in my safe?’


He watched the old-timer’s eyes narrow as he mulled that one over, then swung the roan into the street. ‘I’ll talk to Lake,’ he said. ‘Josh most likely got it wrong.’


But as he cantered away from the livery and headed back down the street, Buchanan knew he was clutching at straws. Josh Santee was an intelligent kid, certain one day to take over the spread from his pa, Cole Santee. Riding into town and loosing off his six-gun was a damn fool thing to do, but that didn’t mean he’d got his facts wrong.


Spencer Hill was sitting on the steps, a thin film of sweat glistening on his face as the sun poked its dazzling rim above the mountains ranged to the east of Gila Bend. Wes Lake was leaning against one of the buckboard’s wheels, trickling smoke as he watched Buchanan’s approach.


‘You tired of peelin’ broncs, Wes?’ Buchanan said as he swung down.


Lake chuckled. ‘Tumbling S’s cavvy’s been ready for a week or more, everybody knows that.’ He trickled smoke, said, ‘You thinkin’ of throwin’ young Josh in alongside the judge?’


‘For what? Spreading rumours?’


Lake shook his head emphatically. ‘Naw. The kid’s right. Wink Rachman’s out, and runnin’.’


‘Which way?’


‘Nobody knows that for sure, Tide,’ Spencer Hill said. ‘But a man in your position, the lawman responsible for gettin’ him a life sentence in Yuma, what would be your best guess?’


Buchanan shook his head, his eyes deliberately blank. ‘Everybody in Gila Bend heard Rachman shootin’ off his mouth in court, threatenin’ to get me for catchin’ him, old Ed Payne for passin’ sentence. But six weeks in the stiflin’ heat of the Pen livin’ on Mex beans and dry bread?’ He shrugged. ‘Could be enough to push Rachman towards the border.’


Again, the Tumbling S wrangler shook his head emphatically ‘He’s Beth Carter’s brother. Could be he’s got his own plans for the Spur.’


Buchanan swore. ‘He battered Hank Carter to death. And the man’s unbalanced, everybody knows that. Brother or not, I can’t see Beth gettin’ herself mixed up with a man who’s plumb loco.’ Buchanan glowered at the storekeeper, then swung on Wes Lake who was busy clambering up onto the buckboard’s high seat. ‘What else did those two Tumbling S rannies overhear?’


‘Rachman and Torres already murdered again. Stole clothes, weapons, horses.’ He settled in his seat, said, ‘You heard of Johnny Gaunt?’


‘US Marshal?’


Lake nodded, the slack traces draped over his gloved hands. ‘Seems like he rode out after Rachman and that ’breed killer.’


‘One man?’ Hill said scornfully, heading for the shop door.


‘Could be enough,’ Tide Buchanan said. He pursed his lips as the buckboard moved away from the plankwalk, its dry bearing rasping, turned away to call after Hill, ‘I’ll be gone most of the day, Spence.’


‘Sure, I’ll feed the judge for you,’ Hill said, grinning over his shoulder. ‘And I’ll make sure Agnes stays well away.’


The buckboard spun its half-circle. Buchanan raised a hand, yelled, ‘Thanks, Wes,’ then clicked his tongue and wheeled the big roan away from the mercantile and pointed its nose to the west.


As he rode out of town he thought about Wink Rachman and a ’breed called Torres, The easy ride for two prisoners on the run from Yuma was along the Gila River, but the easy ride was what would be expected of them. That being the case, their choice would likely be the Gila Desert and the Mohawk Mountains to the south, then across San Cristobal Wash to come into Gila Bend from the south-west.


With any other man on their tail, Buchanan would have backed the outlaws to shake off pursuit. But Federal Marshal Johnny Gaunt had a reputation for hanging on like a dog to a bone, and for taking no chances. A bullet in the back from long range was one of the ways he finished off his quarry, and if the method didn’t exactly sit easy with his superiors, they were more than happy with the results.


Maybe, Buchanan thought, that’s already been done. More than a week since the break, Spencer Hill had said, and that was time enough for a man as coldly efficient as Johnny Gaunt. But as Gila Bend fell away behind the town’s marshal and he headed towards the distant river and Beth Carter’s Silver Spur, the thin, tuneless whistle that was meant to be sanguine had, even to Buchanan’s ears, a decidedly hollow ring.




TWO


The first shot echoed flatly off the slabbed rock, the slug buzzing away like an angry hornet in the heat-haze. The echoes were still like the soft fluttering of insect wings against taut eardrums when Wink Rachman desperately spun his tired grey gelding and spurred it behind the nearest rocky outcrop, his eyes already squinting up at the sun-drenched rimrock high above the far side of the canyon.


Pedro Torres was out of the saddle, a snake frantically wriggling on his belly towards the rocks as his horse trotted away with head high and stirrups flapping. Sunlight glinted on the pistol that had leaped into the ’breed outlaw’s hand as he tumbled to the ground. Then dust spouted alongside his stovepipe boots and, as the distant gunman’s second shot cracked, Torres cursed breathlessly and came up into a crouch to cross the remaining open space at a staggering run and fling himself down alongside Rachman.


‘Remember how I done told you this was a fine place for an ambush?’ Torres gasped.


‘But you didn’t done tell me how we was supposed to avoid it,’ Rachman mocked.


‘That is because the best way I know would be to head in the opposite direction,’ Torres said, eyes malevolent. ‘We were within maybe a mile of the border. We could have crossed over, but no, you wanted to—’


‘You’re damn right I wanted to!’ Rachman snapped. ‘I’ve got unfinished business in Gila Bend, and no lawman sat on a ledge with a rifle is going to get in my way.’


‘You see him?’


‘I see his smoke, and that’s all I need to finish him off,’ Rachman said. He slid down from his horse, dragged a gleaming Winchester from his saddle boot and jacked a shell into the breech.


Torres grimaced. ‘That is what Gaunt figured when he set himself up there to wait until we rode into the canyon – only, he was wrong.’


Rachman flicked a mildly interested glance at the ’breed outlaw. ‘Johnny Gaunt?’


Torres shrugged. ‘There was much talk on the chain-gang, before we made the break. The others, they told me. You make it, Torres, they said, they’ll send Marshal Johnny Gaunt out to bring you back belly-down.’


‘We’ll see about that,’ Rachman said easily. ‘See how he likes a taste of his own medicine.’


The outcrop behind which they were sheltering was high enough at its inner end to shelter a man on horseback, but sloped jaggedly out to the canyon floor. Rachman moved along it at a crouch, then straightened swiftly, poked his head over the rock and flicked a glance upwards. At once, splinters flew as a slug howled into the hot air and the distant rifle cracked, Rachman eased down, spat dust, said softly, ‘He ain’t moved. So all’s I need now is one clear shot.’


Torres rolled onto his back, scanned the rocky canyon wall. He said, ‘You are some sort of expert with that long gun, compadre?’


‘If I can see it, I can kill it,’ Rachman said softly.


‘Bueno. There is a way up to that ledge, scrub oak for cover when you get there. If I had a rifle to keep his head down.…’


‘Pistol’ll do,’ Rachman said. ‘All I need is him occupied.’


He left Torres and began clambering over loose boulders, making for the canyon wall where a wide, jagged crack concealed him from the rimrock and formed natural steps up to the high ledge of stunted scrub oak.


Pedro Torres removed his black Stetson. Greasy black hair tumbled over his forehead as he ripped a branch from a mesquite bush. He drew his six-gun, then used the branch to poke his hat around the low edge of the rock. At once, the distant rifle cracked. The slug clipped the hat. It spun crazily. With a jerk of his wrist, Torres flipped the mesquite branch. The hat leaped high, then flopped into the dust. As it hit the dirt Torres stepped to one side, popped up over the rock and blazed three fast shots with his six-gun at the rimrock then dropped back.


Behind him, stone clattered as Rachman disturbed loose rock.


Torres stretched out a foot and retrieved his hat. He planted it on his head, called, ‘How are you making out, compadre?’


‘Close.’ Rachman’s voice was fainter, breathless. ‘Give me thirty seconds … draw him out again … and we’ve got him.’


Torres started counting, spat, took off his hat, looked at the bullet hole in the rim. He twisted his head to glance back at the canyon wall, his eyes glittering when he saw the flash of metal on the Winchester’s barrel as Rachman wriggled onto the ledge.


Fifteen seconds.


Torres poked the mesquite branch into the crown of his hat. His lips moved as he counted off the seconds. Then, very slowly, he lifted the hat so that it showed above the rocks and began to crawl, moving the decoy along at a slow walking pace.


The distant rifle cracked, then cracked again. The first slug hissed over Torres. The second clipped the mesquite stick inside the hat, knocked it sideways, almost tearing it from Torres’s hand. He gritted his teeth, hung on, held the hat steady.


Then, from the high ledge of stunted scrub oak, Wink Rachman fired a single shot.


The slug made a soft whirring sound in the hot air as it ripped through the haze and winged its way towards the distant gunman. With a grunt of utter satisfaction, Torres turned his back to the rock, slid down, removed the hat from the branch and sat listening. High above, a redtail hawk cried. Its shadow swept across the waiting ’breed. He lifted his black eyes to follow its flight, grinned savagely as he used his forearm to wipe sweat from his dark, unshaven face.


‘Hey, Torres!’ Wink Rachman yelled.


‘You get him?’


‘Put it this way. If you want a rifle to go with that pistol you stole, there’s a feller up on the rimrock got no more use for his.’


On the long, dusty ride out from Gila Bend to Silver Spur, Tide Buchanan let his eyes roam free looking for a sight of the escaped owlhoots in the distant, shimmering heat haze, while at the same time his overheated mind took off to run in circles figuring out how this latest problem would add to Beth Carter’s troubles.


Hank Carter’s Silver Spur ranch had always been the poor neighbour to Cole Santee’s massive Tumbling S, but the smaller ranch’s location five miles upstream on the Gila River had long been a source of irritation to the big rancher.


A man couldn’t raise cattle in Arizona Territory unless he had access to water, and the Gila and its tributaries was just about the only source of that precious commodity in the whole territory. The Hohokam Indians had succeeded in farming some distance from the river by constructing a seventeen-mile irrigation canal out to Casa Grande. But that had been so far back in time the only monuments to their labours were gullies overgrown with chaparral and the ruins of a four-storey adobe dwelling. Nowadays there wasn’t much sense going to all that work when there was land aplenty in the wide, fertile strip along both banks of the river.
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