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Bloody Trail to Dorado


 


Who took a knife to Sam Brennan and left him to die in his barn at Dorado? Who spent twelve months robbing the Union Pacific Railroad, and left a false trail?


His sons Luke and Sean were arrested for both crimes when they rode down from the Bighorns and crossed Crazy Woman Creek with fresh blood on their hands. They knew it would be tough proving their innocence from the confines of a strap-steel cell and, in a travesty of a trial, both men were indeed found guilty. Hours away from the hangman’s noose, they were broken out of jail by wily Fess La Lone, but if Luke thought that was the end of it, he was wrong.


Soon there was a fierce gun battle with killings aplenty. With a crooked lawman, a US marshal and a mysterious sniper all to be faced, Luke’s life was on the line. Could he survive?
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Part One


 


First Blood









Chapter One


 


They came across the deer when the skies were reddening in the West and the Sioux were so close Sean swore he could smell their stink, the horses snorting and shying nervously and Luke cursing because the last thing they wanted was sudden noise to bring those red devils howling down out of the Bighorns and crawling all over them. But they couldn’t pass. The doe with one foreleg caught in a rusty iron trap was panting in the coarse grass, soulful dark eyes silently pleading with them to set it free or put it out of its misery. It would have taken a cold-blooded bastard to turn around and ride away.


‘A shot’ll be like offerin’ honey to a family of bears,’ Luke said, as he swung out of the saddle. ‘Throw me your knife.’


Sean packed a Bowie. He slipped it out of his boot, Luke caught it by the hilt, and one clean sweep of the razor-sharp blade opened the trapped animal’s throat. The heart pumped strongly for several seconds. Then death came, leaving the doe mercifully free from pain and Luke’s arm and shirt front soaked in bright blood. Unusually disturbed, he kicked about in the scrub, came up with enough mossy rocks to pile in a clattering heap on the dead animal and the rusty iron clamp that had caused it agony for perhaps two long days. When he straightened, dusty, sweating, with the deer’s blood already stiffening on his skin and clothes, it was to see his brother, still mounted, shaking his dark head.


‘You’re too damn soft-hearted for your own good,’ Sean said quietly, but there was affection in his voice and maybe that and lingering memories of what they’d been through distracted him because he made a poor job of cleaning the knife before tucking it into his boot.


Luke was to remember that, later.


After another hour they were out of the tall timber and heading down through the foothills with the Powder River glinting in the distance. By that time, Sean’s sorrel was obviously lame, and for a time the rangy young man walked awkwardly alongside it, lean fist clamped on the bridle close to the bit, every so often stopping to give the horse’s hind fetlock a rub – and that ‘every so often’ got to be more and more frequent.


‘He’ll take your weight,’ Luke said after a while, ‘if we go real easy.’


‘I confess I’m too damn tired to think, never mind walk.’ Sean patted the sorrel’s neck apologetically, swung lightly into the saddle and squinted across his right shoulder at the crimson skies. ‘How much further?’


Luke chuckled. His throat was dry, his half-full canteen was in his saddle-bag – but he was leaving it there, forcing himself to wait, letting the thirst build up inside him because a drink when they got home would be that much more welcome, and a drink shared with the father they hadn’t seen for more than twelve months, well. . . .


‘Ten miles,’ he said huskily, ‘if I remember right – and, by God, I remember this part of Wyoming Territory like I never left on that crazy trip; like that whole time away was just one bad dream.’


‘That close,’ Sean said, almost inaudibly, and not for the first time Luke felt a twinge of conscience. He was six years older than his brother. Sean had been eighteen when they rode away from the home spread, his face pale beneath its tan when they stopped on that last rise and looked back towards the run-down buildings and corrals to wave to their pa. At that point he might have turned back, but a young man is stuffed full of enough bravado to smother sentiment and common sense. The moment had passed, but Luke knew the memory had remained like an image carved in rock.


They crossed Crazy Woman Creek at dusk, splashing out of the shallows and up the bank to lope through the cottonwoods and on towards the ridge that was bathed in red light, chasing their long shadows home. And on that ridge, using his lame horse as an excuse, Sean drew rein and gazed across the open grassland.


‘You reckon he’ll . . ?’ he said huskily, then shook his head and broke off to slip from the saddle and stoop to tend to the sorrel’s fetlock.


‘What I reckon is, when we get there I’ll be hard pressed to decide which one of you’s the most pleased,’ Luke said, and found himself unable to pull his eyes away from the distant buildings.


‘He’ll have no . . . no hard feelings?’


‘We rode out because there was nothing left in the poke, the barn was fallin’ down around us and the promise of salvation was beckoning from a long way away across some pretty tough territory,’ Luke said. ‘OK, so it took us longer than we’d figured—’


‘And we’re comin’ back empty handed—’


‘Yeah,’ Luke said ruefully, ‘but Sam Brennan’s two sons are comin’ back, and that’ll please him above all else.’


‘I think you’re right,’ Sean said. Then, ‘Yeah, you know, Luke, I’m sure of it,’ and in his voice Luke detected the return of confidence, a gathering strength. The boy who had left home with his brother to make their fortunes and found the task beyond their combined capabilities was returning a grown man, and suddenly he was aware, and eager to show off.


‘Mount up,’ Luke said, smothering a grin. ‘If he won’t budge, then carry the goddamn horse. Over yonder is Dorado. We’re home, Sean.’









Chapter Two


 


They had expected silence, but as they clattered around the corral and crossed the yard towards the house it seemed that they were disturbing the silence of the dead. Glass windows Sam Brennan had always been so proud of reflected the last rays of the dying sun, but emitted no light because in the big main room no oil lamps were lit. Nor anywhere else. To their right, alongside the broad slope that eased down towards the barn, the heavy door of the long, low bunkhouse swung open on creaking hinges. On the slab of stone that served for a step, a battered, overturned bucket clanked forlornly as it rolled to the thin breeze.


Then a horse whinnied, and Sean said nervously, ‘He’s home, for sure, but I guess he didn’t get your wire.’


‘And nothing around here’s changed, except for the worse,’ Luke said, but he was talking for the sake of it as his eyes ranged wide in the gathering gloom.


Wrong. Something was wrong. But what?


The lame sorrel blew softly and metal jingled as Sean stepped down. The bucket rolled noisily off the bunkhouse step and was held fast by a tangle of weeds. Weeds everywhere. Springing up in the yard, the corral. Tumbleweed climbing over itself against the splintered boards of the old barn. Dust thick on the ground, shaped by the wind but not by the passing of horses, or men.


‘More than a year,’ Luke said quietly, ‘and the only way Pa’s gone is downhill.’


‘He was old, and tired,’ Sean said. He flicked the reins around the rail, fashioned a hitch, looked towards the house. ‘A lonely old man, so what was left for him when we rode out?’


‘Hope.’ Luke’s voice was tight. He didn’t like the emptiness: the oppressive quiet that lay thick and ominous under the sighing of the night breeze; the gaping bunkhouse door that told him men had ridden away and the one that remained no longer cared.


Doors, he corrected. Because the house door was also open, a black hole at the back of the wide gallery – and that, too, was wrong.


‘Sam!’ Luke called. ‘Sam Brennan!’


His own voice came back to him, flattened and thinned by its wasted flight, and Sean laughed uneasily.


‘He was also hard of hearin’. We’d best go inside.’


Luke grunted. He slid from the saddle, hitched his horse alongside the sorrel and made for the steps.


Sean was hanging back.


‘You think it’s OK?’


‘Like you said, there’s one way to find out.’


But the house, when they stepped over the threshold, was cold and empty.


Familiar smells brought an ache to Luke’s throat. He saw Sean pick up his pa’s hat from a chair, absently slap it against his thigh so that dust drifted in the gloom. The youngster was frowning as he looked around at the dark furniture, the bare floorboards, the tintypes on the walls and the rack of shiny long rifles and pistols kept lovingly oiled by the old man. The only time he’d seen his pa without that hat was when he was in bed. And when he was in bed the hat would be alongside him, within easy reach, shapeless as ever but cocked jauntily on top of his stovepipe boots.


‘Not in the house,’ Sean said in a voice more suited to a church, and Luke nodded.


‘But here. I feel it. I know it. That hat’s a part of him.’


‘You reckon that was his horse we heard?’


Luke took a breath. ‘Maybe – but it was his habit to let it run loose in the corral.’


‘Maybe his habits went out the window when we left.’


‘Maybe. But I’ve got me a bad feeling. . . .’


He crossed to a familiar dark corner, found the familiar brown jug, poked a finger through the handle and lifted it to draw the cork with his teeth. He rested the jug on his bent elbow, raised his arm and took a quick drink, gasped as the raw spirit hit his dry throat like lye poured into an open wound.


‘Here—’


‘No, Luke—’


‘Take it,’ Luke said, and watched as his brother drank, saw the tears flood his eyes and knew that their pa’s moonshine whisky was only partly to blame.


The house didn’t run to a kitchen, or a back door. They retraced their steps, clattered across the gallery and down the steps and Luke led the way down the shallow slope towards the barn. On the way they passed close to the bunkhouse. Even without stepping inside they could smell the mustiness. A filthy cloth hung limp from a nail under the shelf where men had shaved, but that had been a long time ago. A thin cake of soap had dried out and cracked; a broken mirror lay in the weeds alongside the bucket once used to carry water, and the oft trodden path that led from bunkhouse to barn was now overgrown.


The smell when they walked into the barn was so strong they could taste it, and the hairs on Luke’s neck prickled as he quickly stepped to one side away from the door and peered into the gloom. Instinctively, his hand had dropped to the butt of his sixgun. Sean was across at their old buckboard and swearing softly and repeatedly under his breath. Somewhere a cooling board creaked. And through the cracks in the west wall the sinking sun cast rays of light across the straw-strewn dust that were like long fingers of blood.


Blood! Luke spat the coppery taste out of his mouth and dragged the back of his hand across his wet lips, and was left with nothing but the taste of despair.


‘That him?’ Sean croaked.


‘Quiet!’


The fading light’s blood-red fingers reached out to the crumpled figure lying up against one wheel of the buckboard, touched it, and left their stain. But when Luke drew near, he saw that beneath that colourful illusion of blood there was the ugliness of crusted reality, streaks that ran into the old man’s sightless eyes from his ripped, naked scalp, ugly stab wounds visible through the ripped shirt, the slashed flesh of forearms and clawed hands that had been raised as a last, futile defence.


Beneath a stubble of grey whiskers, the scrawny throat had been slashed from ear to ear.


At his shoulder, Sean gagged.


‘Jesus!’ he gasped. ‘We should never ’ve left him—’


‘Stand still, get your hands clear of your guns!’


The voice came roaring out of the shadows deep inside the barn, shocking, sending them staggering with its power. As Luke whirled, saw nothing but the glint of steel, behind him another voice raged, ‘Do as the man says, lift your hands high, or die!’


And then, as Sean whimpered in fright and backed clumsily into Luke as he straightened from the fighting crouch he had instinctively adopted, a man strutted from the rear of the barn and approached Sam Brennan’s body, eyes glittering, pistol jutting from a big fist, a badge shining on his vest.


‘Yeah, this is the law, fellers, you’ve had a barrel of fun, but all that rampagin’ you’ve enjoyed in the past twelve months ends right here, right now.’


‘Nah,’ the other man said. ‘They get tried, then they hang – that’s where it ends.’


‘I like it,’ the lawman said, lazily stirring the dead man with the toe of his boot and drawing a fearsome growl of anger from Luke. ‘They do us a big favour, then hang. Hell, Zak, that’s pure, untarnished, poetic justice.’


Another lean man emerged from the side shadows, then another, powerful, unshaven, sixguns glinting. That made four in all, and Luke recognized the late arrivals: a bronc-buster name of Lannigan; a saloon swamper called Stilson who hung around begging for drinks when he wasn’t cleaning out the livery stables.


And he wondered who else was there, in the barn, as he listened to the rustle of straw overhead, flicked a glance up at the board floor of the hay-loft, saw a strand drift down and a movement between the badly fitting boards. . . .


Luke lowered his eyes to meet the cold grey eyes of badge-toting Marshal Cleaver Magg who, he recalled, had been a lowly town constable collecting fines and chasing stray dogs when they left, and said, ‘What do you mean, we do you a big favour?’


‘Killin’ your old man saved us a job. You want to take on your brother, make it two out of three?’


‘You know we didn’t kill him,’ Sean said hoarsely.


‘No, boy,’ Magg said, ‘that ain’t what I know. I look at your brother’s shirt, and what I see is fresh blood—’


‘We found a trapped deer,’ Sean said. ‘Luke took pity on it, slashed its throat.’


‘So how come you got dry blood on your hands?’


Luke flashed a warning glance – but it was too late.


‘It was my knife he used. I . . .’ Sean said, and trailed off into silence as he saw Magg’s savage grin and realized his mistake.


‘Allus did tote a knife when you was a kid,’ Magg said. ‘In your right boot, as I recall,’ and he nodded to Lannigan and Stilson.


The two men swaggered forward. Lannigan, the bronc-buster, grabbed a shoulder and rammed his pistol into Sean’s face so hard the muzzle rattled against his teeth and the foresight split his lip, spilling yet more bright blood. Stilson dropped to one knee, one big hand reached out to clamp on Sean’s dusty boot – and in Luke’s head a pulse of memory began to hammer and he was back in the woods watching the wet knife being tucked away.


The hilt and blade of the big Bowie the gunman pulled free were a rusty red before it was lifted high to catch the dying light and, as Stilson rose and turned away, there was a matching, fiendish light of triumph dancing in Cleaver Magg’s eyes.


‘Goddamn,’ he said softly, ‘he kills his pa and cares so little he don’t bother to wipe the knife clean—’


‘A deer!’ Sean yelled, blood dribbling from his chin as he pulled away from Lannigan’s pistol. ‘Christ, I already told you—’


‘No!’ Cleaver Magg roared. He strode forward, stood spread-legged, thrust his face at Sean. ‘Your own words, sonny: “Jesus, we should never’ve left him”. What you did was, you murdered your old man for some damn reason, then rode out a-ways because the job was done and you could take time over a drink with your thieving brother before comin’ back for the money. You didn’t figure on nobody ridin’ in, findin’ the old man bleedin’ like a stuck pig.’


‘We left him twelve months ago, ain’t been back till now,’ Luke said quietly.


‘I already smelled strong drink on your breath.’


‘We took a drink in the house, if you were watching, you know that,’ Luke said, and shook his head. ‘Somebody killed him – Indians, renegades – but it wasn’t us.’


‘Yeah,’ Magg said. ‘Tell that to the judge.’


‘You’re not making sense. You talk about a twelve month rampage, us killing Pa then coming back for the money. What money, Magg? What the hell’s going on?’


‘The cash you stole from the trains you robbed,’ Zak Theaker said. He came out of the shadows to join Magg, Winchester in the crook of his arm. ‘Christ, it has to be stashed somewhere, you’ve been too busy stealin’ to spend.’


‘Stealing?’ Sean said, flabbergasted. ‘We spent a whole year breaking our backs digging for gold – then had the lot stole from us.’


‘Pity,’ Magg said, winking at Theaker. ‘All that time and nothing to show us ’cept a bloody knife.’


He turned, snapped his fingers, and Art Stilson passed him the big Bowie. Magg whipped off his bandanna, wrapped it around the bloody weapon, thrust it into the waistband of his pants.


‘Evidence,’ he said, and Theaker laughed.


‘For the last time,’ Luke said, ‘we didn’t kill him.’


‘Aw, who the hell cares.’ Magg turned aside and spat contemptuously, narrowly missing the dead man’s boot. ‘I already said you done us a favour. You’ll hang, of that there ain’t no doubt – but when the two of you get your necks stretched it won’t be for Sam Brennan, it’ll be for that unarmed train driver your kid brother damn near cut in half with his shotgun.’
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