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ONE


From the thick grove of live oaks at the foot of the slope, Cage’s ears picked up the rattling and creaking of the approaching stage seconds before the moonlight glinted on the glistening bodies of the four horses. At the same moment his nostrils detected the first dust devils driven ahead of the coach by the whirling breeze, and a smile twitched his lips as along with the dust there came a growled stream of rich, imaginative profanity. Cursing and swearing around a plug of tobacco jammed in his cheek, the driver would also be dripping with sweat, his legs braced and quivering, both meaty hands hauling on the lines and one foot planted permanently on the brake lever.


The drop from the high ridge was down a mile of trail that was mostly rain-washed rock ridges and deep ruts. Stagecoaches slid down with back wheels locked to career onto level ground with brake-blocks smoking, and Cage knew that it was every driver’s habit to haul in the team at the foot of the slope and take time to build a smoke while any passengers gingerly checked limbs to ensure they were still attached, and in one piece.


If a man wanted to waylay the Laramie to Chugwater stage for any purpose, Cage had figured, he could choose no better place.


As the musical jingle of harness drew closer, the squealing judder of the brakes ceased and, with the gradient left behind, the harsh grate of wheels on stone changed to a muffled rumble that gradually faded into silence as the stage ground to a halt. Horses blew. A man spat wetly, then coughed. In the wan light a match flared.


Aaron Cage eased his horse out of the trees, let it pick its way painfully out into the moonlight.


‘Goddamn!’


The bearded driver had caught sight of him. There was sudden, swift movement from the high box, the clatter of boots on wood, the glint of moonlight on the steel barrels of a shotgun.


‘Easy,’ Cage called. ‘My hands are empty, and shoulder high. I’m comin’ in, and when I do, take a good look at the way my horse moves.’


He lifted his hands, palms to the front, nudged the gelding with his knees and rode past the sweating, wrung-out mustangs and up to the dusty coach.


The shotgun’s muzzles stayed steady, centred on Cage’s belt buckle as the driver cocked his grizzled head to watch the roan’s painful gait as it crossed the trail, favouring a hind leg. His glittering eyes lifted. The shapeless cigarette dangling from wet lips glowed brightly as he spoke around it.


‘A crafty outlaw can knock a shoe off his horse deliberate,’ he growled, ‘if he’s after a payroll and workin’ on his own.’


‘Yeah, and get caught by a posse before he’s ridden five miles,’ Cage said amiably. ‘Friend, all I want is a ride into town.’


For a long moment the driver hesitated. Then he eased down the hammers and tilted the shotgun and said grudgingly, ‘I got two passengers. You can tie your horse and climb in – but first, hand over your saddle gun and gunbelt.’


‘Two passengers ain’t good enough reason for takin’ a man’s weapons,’ Cage objected mildly.


‘Exceptin’ when it’s the Horse Creek marshal and his prisoner,’ the driver said. ‘Maybe your horse went lame, maybe not – but there’s a bunch of tough hellions out in the hills who’ve made it their business to keep this feller out of jail, so I ain’t takin’ no chances.’


‘Surely, in that eventuality, an extra gun would keep the prisoner safe?’


‘Yeah, well, I ain’t sayin’ I don’t trust you, but one of their cronies inside that coach’d make their job a whole lot easier.’ The driver flicked away the cigarette, watched the sparks arc into the darkness. ‘Hand over them weapons, nice and careful, or forget about an easy ride. Make your mind up, feller.’


Beneath him, Cage could feel the tough little roan’s faint trembling and knew that over the rugged terrain of the Laramie Mountains foothills it could carry him no further. Without his weapons he’d feel naked, but he had little choice, and if the stage was stopped by outlaws, well, it wasn’t his job to guard a prisoner.


He nodded slowly, and with some reluctance said, ‘I guess it makes sense.’ He unbuckled his gunbelt, rolled it and tossed it to the driver, slid the Winchester from its boot and passed it across. Then he rode around behind the coach, dismounted, patted the roan and rigged a lead rope. When he unfastened the door and climbed aboard the stage the driver was already cracking his whip. The coach lurched, rocked on its oxhide thoroughbraces, then moved off along the level, dusty trail.


‘They must have been savin’ this one for special passengers,’ Cage remarked, patting the worn leather upholstery with his gloved hands as he sat back in the shadows and eased aching muscles.


‘Maybe savin’ it too darn long,’ was the gruff reply. ‘Looks like it was the first one out of Concord, way back in 1827.’


At some time the third seat on the venerable coach had been ripped out and, in the fitful light of the moon, Cage was looking directly at the two men lounging on the opposite seat with their backs to the driver. The one who had spoken was massively built, with wiry black hair tumbling over a wide forehead above deep-set, penetrating blue eyes that were the dominant features in a lined, craggy face. A badge was pinned to a faded blue shirt. In an oiled leather holster a Colt .44 with a scarred butt was hitched forward so that it rested flat on a muscular thigh. Worn pants were tucked into expensive, tooled leather boots that somehow, Cage decided, didn’t quite match the marshal’s overall air of tough efficiency.


The other man was lean and lanky, sprawled in the corner with his head bent awkwardly against the side of the coach, his long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. A stained, floppy Stetson was tipped forward over his face so that all Cage could see was a a strong, square jaw. Nevertheless, there was something too familiar about the figure and, as he looked closer and knew that there could be no mistake, a prickle of uneasiness stirred within Cage.


‘Hoss went lame?’ the marshal said, the blue eyes keen, searching.


‘With good reason,’ Cage said, nodding. ‘Carried me more than a hundred and fifty miles north from Denver to the Laramie River. Would’ve made it all the way to Horse Creek if I’d done the right thing back in Laramie, and fitted fresh shoes.’


‘Easy said, lookin’ back at mistakes,’ the marshal acknowledged. A cynical smile curled his lips as he continued, ‘That’s one helluva long ride. You must be headin’ home – or on the run from the law.’


The coach jolted hard enough to snap teeth off at the gum as a wheel dropped into a deep rut, lurched wildly and threw the marshal hard against the rawboned man in the corner, who grunted, but made no move. Aaron Cage listened to the driver’s muffled curses, mulled over the big marshal’s blunt remark, then braced his legs against the continuous swaying and shook his head.


‘And you must be one of those permanently suspicious lawmen who sees everything in pure black and white, Marshal. You’re wrong about my reasons for travelling: I fit into that grey area you don’t see, neither one thing nor the other.’


‘Which sounds to me like you ain’t tellin’,’ the marshal probed, frowning, and Cage answered with a vague shrug.


The lawman was talking for the sake of it, his mind elsewhere, Cage decided. At the coach’s sudden lurch he had reacted, but in the wrong way, his body clearly tensing for action and his eyes unable to hide an eager expectancy instead of the more natural annoyance of an honest and weary traveller.


Well, with a prisoner to guard and a bunch of outlaws somewhere out there in the moonlight, the man’s mind would naturally be attuned to danger signals. But to Cage, even that explanation didn’t fit. If the marshal had thought the coach’s sudden lurch presaged an attack, he should have shown shock, and anger, maybe a grim determination to defend his prisoner to the death. Instead, it was as if what he had fleetingly believed was about to happen had not been a faint possibility, but a certainty – and, for reasons that must surely be questionable, something he welcomed.


Casually, Cage said, ‘Your prisoner don’t look too concerned, Marshal. Almost seems like he knows he ain’t going to make it all the way to Horse Creek.’


‘Can think what the hell he likes,’ the lawman said belligerently. ‘For what he done, one way or another, Joe Cage’ll hang.’


And as, finally, the gangling figure in the corner stirred, yawned, and thumbed back the droop-brimmed Stetson, Aaron Cage strove to control the breath that caught in his throat as he gazed into the amused brown eyes of his kid brother.


The leather curtains were rolled up, allowing the light of the rising moon to slant across the dusty floor and battered seats and catch the smoke from the marshal’s cigarette that swirled and eddied in the fierce draught of their passage. It glinted in the shifting, watchful eyes of the three men, caught the metallic glitter of the marshal’s Colt and was a constant reminder to Aaron Cage that his own Remington pistol was now stowed in the boot under the driver’s box, far beyond his reach.


Cage calculated the stage had come jolting down the declivity and stopped for a breather some ten miles short of Horse Creek. By his reckoning, half the distance to town had now passed beneath the coach’s rattling wheels. He was also aware of a growing uneasiness in the big lawman that could, he supposed, be attributed to the increasing likelihood of his making it safely to town with his prisoner.


But was that satisfactory outcome something the marshal welcomed, or feared? Short of asking the man, there was no way of knowing, for Aaron Cage was forced to admit that this was one of those rare times in his life when he was unable to weigh up a man with one shrewd glance; a time when a man’s prickly nerves could mean one thing just as easily as another.


He had exchanged glances with his brother, but there had been no recognition, no inclination to speak. With the marshal’s intentions still not clear there had been the mutual, unspoken acknowledgement between them that their relationship should remain a secret. It was enough for Cage to know that the crime for which Joe had been arrested warranted the death penalty. His kid brother was being taken in for murder.


That stark realization had altered his whole perception of their situation. The marshal’s feelings and intentions were no longer of any consequence. Aaron Cage knew that if outlaws were lying in wait to snatch Joe Cage from the threat of the hangman’s raw hemp necktie, they would have his backing.


Even as that thought was crystallizing in his mind, he was shocked out of his troubled reverie by a hoarse shout, the vicious crack of a rifle.


‘Pull up, driver, or you’ll die where you sit!’


The command was backed up by another shot from the rifle and the eerie whine of the slug. For the second time, the stage’s progress was interrupted. As the driver roared his fury and stamped his heavy boot on the brake lever, Cage was hurled violently from his seat. He threw out his hands and toppled forwards. Instantly realizing the reason for the hold-up, he bent his right arm as he fell and deliberately slammed his elbow against the marshal’s unshaven jaw. He landed heavily, spreading his full weight across the marshal’s body, trapping the lawman’s gun-hand as he struggled to draw his Colt while twisting his head to keep track of his prisoner.


The stage had slewed to a shuddering halt, finishing up broadside across the trail. Horses whinnied in fear, kicking and jostling, rearing in the taut traces, causing the coach’s body to rock on the thoroughbraces.


As the marshal cursed and tried to heave Cage off him, a third shot rang out, this time the deep roar of a shotgun from the driver’s box. Then six-guns cracked from the timber on both sides of the trail, the flashes as stark as summer lightning in the Concord’s small windows. Bullets punched into the coach’s thin panels. Above their heads there was a cry of pain, followed by a heavy thump and the scrape of a falling body.


‘Joe Cage!’


‘Yeah!’ the prisoner yelled, at the same time twisting out of the corner seat and slapping the door handle.


Still Aaron Cage kept his sprawled body covering that of the marshal, somehow managing to create the impression that he was struggling to regain his feet, all the while muttering phoney curses as his boots scrabbled on the smooth floor.


‘For Christ’s sake get the hell off me!’


The marshal found his voice, bellowing his anger as he dragged an arm free and swung his fist in a clubbing, overarm blow at Cage’s head. The blow connected, knocked Cage sideways. His upper body fell across the seat alongside the marshal; his legs remained stretched across the lawman’s thighs.


But now the marshal’s gun-hand was free.


A sudden cold draught blasted the interior of the stage as the prisoner kicked the door open and it swung wide on its leather hinges and whacked back against the woodwork. Joe Cage leaped into the opening, his hands gripping the sides. With a snarl of rage the marshal drew his Colt, thumbed back the hammer, threw down on the dark figure blocking the doorway.


At the sharp, oily click, Aaron Cage rolled fast, found the floor with both feet, and stood up. His back was to the lawman, his body between the levelled six-gun and its target. He felt the skin on his back crawl, anticipating the searing bite of hot lead. Instead, a big hand came up, slammed a hammer-like blow against the side of his neck.


Cage grunted with shock. His ears ringing, the coppery taste of blood in his mouth, he fell against the seat and slid to the floor.


Then Joe Cage had flung himself from the stage. The moon shone clear and bright through the empty doorway. With a roar of frustration, the marshal hurled himself at the opening – just as Aaron Cage attempted to regain his feet. The marshal drove solidly into Cage with both knees, fell forwards with a crash and tumbled headfirst out of the stage with a strangled yell.


Gasping from the double blow to his ribcage, the pain from his neck numbing his left shoulder and arm, Cage climbed off the floor and leaped from the stage.


The Concord was in the centre of the wide, moonlit trail. Four mounted men were backed up in the deep shadows cast by the dark wall of trees. One of them was holding the reins of a riderless horse, his face white in the moonlight, a black patch over one eye. Joe Cage was running fast, head down, arms pumping. He reached the spare horse, and leaped into the saddle.


At last, the marshal got off his first shot. Behind him, Aaron Cage was momentarily blinded by the flash. Using that as an excuse he blundered into the lawman. A vicious, backhand swing of the six-gun drove him away, reeling, warm blood trickling from his gashed cheek. A second shot cracked, then a third and, as his eyes cleared, Cage saw the man with the eye-patch raise his arm. Acting on that signal, Joe and the four men wheeled their horses away, the outlaws twisting in the saddle to fire wildly at the raging town marshal.


The shots went wide, clipping the top of the Concord or hissing harmlessly through the trees and into the night skies. The firing died away. The marshal lowered his pistol, swearing softly. All that could be heard was the drum of receding hoofbeats, the snorting of the horses, the half-stifled moans from the front wheels where the driver lay curled in agony.




TWO


The town of Horse Creek lay astride the creek that gave it its name, some twenty miles east of Laramie and the same distance south of Chugwater. Some years back, Aaron Cage had ridden through this part of Wyoming on the long haul south to Texas, but either his memories were dim, or Horse Creek had changed since then, beyond all recognition.


It was after midnight when he drove the Concord in, with the marshal hunched alongside him on the hard box and the wounded driver curled on the floor between the seats inside the coach. The five miles had passed with the atmosphere between them as chill as the night air. Nothing had been said about the clumsy floundering about that might have been laughable had it not, either accidentally or deliberately, managed to impede an officer of the law in the performance of his duty.


Which was the way they would put it in a court of law, Cage mused wryly, and if he hadn’t been too busy handling the unfamiliar traces while nursing the pain of a badly bruised cheekbone, he might also have taken time to reflect on the big lawman’s unusual restraint towards a man whose actions could have got him killed.


As it was, Horse Creek’s lamplit main street was a sight welcomed by both men. Chasing long shadows as the high moon slanted over their lathered shoulders, the weary team pulled the rattling Concord past the first ramshackle buildings. The ascending tinkle of a honky-tonk piano was a strident accompaniment to the painful squealing of a dry axle, the sudden crack of a single pistol shot the deadly punctuation that called an abrupt halt to one half of the impromptu duet.


‘More work,’ the marshal muttered, his eyes fixed balefully on the lights of the saloon and, as breaking glass tinkled on the plankwalk, Cage listened to the raucous laughter and the disgruntled tone of the marshal’s words and sensed that this was a town held on a mighty slack rein.


Their first call was on Doctor Oliver Mark, the Concord rocking down a narrow side street to a freshly painted house where a grumbling, bespectacled man with thinning hair tousled, collar missing from his shirt and suspenders hanging loose alongside his plump thighs helped them carry the injured driver inside his cramped surgery.


‘You figuring on bringing in any more plugged citizens before daybreak, Stark?’ he asked with weary sarcasm, and again Aaron Cage listened to the words, and their unspoken accusation, and in his mind a clearer picture of the lawman called Stark began to take shape.


Cage dropped the marshal at the jailhouse, then drove on through the town, rattling past the saloon and livery stable to draw to a halt where the false-fronted buildings finished and the stage station was set back against a yard and a small corral.


‘Your driver’s shot up; the interior’ll need plenty of soap and hot water,’ he told the shirt-sleeved man who emerged from the office scratching unkempt hair, and the man swore softly.


‘This town got a decent rooming-house?’ Cage asked, climbing down.


At the head of the team, one hand already reaching up to a lead-horse’s cheek strap, the man turned, flapped his free hand vaguely. ‘That’s for you to judge, feller. Charity Keating runs the only one we’ve got, and that’s between Elliot’s Boot Store and the bank – opposite D’Arcy’s saloon.’


Cage thanked him, walked along the side of the stage, untied the lame roan gelding and led it at an angle across the street. By the time he reached the livery stable, the roar of angry voices from the saloon had abated and the piano had once again picked up its lively rhythm. A yawning hostler with a shiny bald head perched like a vulture’s on bony shoulders, emerged from the lamplit office as Cage entered the runway, watched Cage unbuckle the saddle-bags and slide the Winchester out of its boot, then accepted the reins and proffered coin and led the roan through rustling straw towards a dim stall.
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