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The Deliverance of Judson Cleet


 


Judson Cleet was a gunslinger of ill repute, going rapidly to seed, and when he hit Old Town in Texas all he was looking for was the next saloon, the next drink. What he found was trouble: trouble from men who attacked him for no possible reason and trouble from a young woman whose home was razed by fire and her husband hanged.


The trouble was still smouldering when renegade Texans camped on the Bravo and sat and waited. But it all exploded into fire and violence when a proud Mexican ranchero lost his cattle and daughter to the renegades who had decided the waiting was over.


Now it became a running battle with the rustlers driving the stolen herd. Could Judson Cleet, with the help of Marshal Sam Sloan, Chrissy Moran and Ramon, finally win his fight to right cruel wrongs and rediscover his destiny? Only time would tell!
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Part One


 


Cleet Rides In









Chapter One


 


Judson Cleet expected trouble, and got it.


It seemed that the simple act of riding into a strange town – and God knew he’d ridden into plenty of them over the years – was enough to bring out from the woodwork the fellows who’d got calluses on their hands from practising fast draws and plugging rusty tin cans with hot lead. In his time he’d been challenged by scrawny kids with fluff on their chins and twisted rawhide thongs tying holsters to skinny thighs; unshaven town bums with greased-up six-guns stuffed into their torn pants, cheap alcohol on their breath and a crazed look in their bloodshot eyes; fancy Dans with natty pearl Stetsons and ivory butts to their shooters and a way of sneering down their nose that would have been laughable if it wasn’t so damned dangerous.


In the sprawling settlement called Old Town, some way north of Laredo, it was none of these. Deceptively sleepy in the stifling heat, parched trees drooping among buildings that were crumbling adobe or cracked, unpainted timber, it was a border town where trouble was a way of life, and trouble sneaked up on Cleet’s blind side. It was, he supposed, a refreshing change – but, for God’s sake, why? What the hell was it about him? What was it they saw? He was a grizzled has-been pushing fifty, with a rawboned stoop born out of weariness, and pale-blue eyes set in a permanent squint from the continual torment of the blistering south-western sun. His water canteen had long ago been exchanged for a whiskey bottle. The last time he’d hooked a gunbelt on the bony jut of his hips had been . . . aw, hell, now that was asking!


He’d ridden in as the evening sun rimmed the peaks of the Sierra Madre with fire, eaten his fill of tough beef and beans served by a pretty dark-haired girl at the café, then walked his horse across the wide, dusty square towards the pools of lamplight spilling from the slatted swing doors of the New Deal saloon. That early in the evening the place was quiet. He’d bellied up to the rough plank bar and ordered raw whiskey, swilled the rancid grease out of his back teeth with the first jolt and burned his vocal cords with the second. A hastily rolled cigarette compounded the damage so that for a while – what with the coughing from the harsh tobacco and the third stiff jolt tossed down to put out the fire – he was forced to knuckle tears from his eyes just to keep track of a bartender who was mostly standing still.


But that stage passed, and the evening crawled along. Swing doors slapped from time to time, letting in the cooling night air and men with desert-sized thirsts. The big room didn’t exactly fill – in Old Town, that would have been a miracle – but there were enough people for decent conversation and the murmur of voices swelled to a satisfying hum. For a time, Cleet was conscious of bodies coming and going, one or two at a time, never enough of them to jostle him at the bar. Then a four-handed card game started up and, as the alcohol worked on the beef in his belly and its fumes pushed the world’s troubles back behind a comforting mental numbness, he was vaguely aware of two men who came to the bar, stayed, paid him too much attention and stood too close for comfort.


Blurred senses or no, the survival instinct was still strong. These two looked like range riders, wore worn work garments and drooping felt hats, but the hickory butts of the pistols at their thighs were glossy with use, and in their eyes there was a look of . . . of nothing; just a hard blankness that told of a way of life with which Cleet had been all too familiar.


Most hardworking men walk into a saloon eager to shuck off the day’s troubles. These two bore them like a massive weight on shoulders that were too tense, and a man like Cleet couldn’t fail to notice that drinks were lifted by left hands leaving the right free for other business.


One man lurched close to jolt Cleet, and growled a curse. In the contact, Cleet caught the acrid tang of woodsmoke on the man’s clothes, the stink of coal-oil, noted the smudges of soot on the hand resting on the bar as he prudently kept his eyes lowered.


Maybe that was what caused the trouble. Maybe Cleet, drunk or not, had seen something he wasn’t meant to, had begun instinctively to examine too closely certain feelings and impressions that on their own told him little about a man but, taken together . . .


And maybe the man with the blackened hand had seen more in Cleet’s eyes than could be read in his own.


When the trouble came it was in the form of cold beer sloshing over Cleet as the sinewy arm holding the glass swung around, soaking his sleeve, darkening the front of his faded shirt and dripping from his belt buckle into the already damp sawdust. In the same instant, the other man standing at the bar cursed loudly and turned to slam him hard in the chest with the flat palm of his free hand.


Cleet staggered backwards, banged up against a shaky table with the back of his thighs, heard scrambling and a bottle fall and roll as he stared blearily at the two men who had stepped away from the bar to glare at him, those blank eyes cold in their hard, grinning faces.


And suddenly the hum of conversation in the New Deal saloon died away and all that could be heard was the wet, liquid dripping and the rasp of Cleet’s breathing.


The man who had sworn at him, the lean hombre with dark stubble like a mask across the lower half of his lean face, was still holding a jolt glass in his black-gloved hand. Now he reached behind him to slam it on the bar, and stepped belligerently towards Cleet.


‘Clumsy old fool, you just wasted a good glass of beer.’


Wearily, Cleet stepped away from the table. As the alcoholic haze was ripped apart by the hot winds of danger, he looked at the man’s bunched fists, flapped a hand ineffectually up and down his soaked shirt front and said, ‘I don’t know how it happened, but let me buy your friend another—’


‘I told you how it happened: you knocked his arm, you clumsy bastard—’


‘No.’ Cleet shook his head. ‘That’s not what happened.’


‘You calling me a liar, old man?’


Cleet looked down at his glass. Somehow, he had held on to it, though it had tipped, slopping whiskey over his fist. Now, he wasn’t sure if he wanted it. Perhaps he should get rid of it, return the favour in kind? He felt sick, knew he’d drunk too much, knew that for some reason these men were about to take advantage of that. And only then, as the seriousness of the situation began to sink in, did he wonder if one or both of them had seen in the drunken derelict a man they recognized and, in times long gone, might have had good reason to fear.


He looked across into the black button eyes of the impassive, mountainous barman and said, ‘Give these gentlemen another drink.’


His answer was a clubbing blow thrown by the man with the black-gloved fists. The hard fist took him on the side of the neck and, as his face went numb and his ears roared, the glass spun from his hand to scatter the men at the card table.


He hit the dirt floor awkwardly, shaking his head, cracking an elbow and tasting blood and sawdust as he tried to roll. Then both men stepped in, boots swinging. A hard toe slammed into the side of his knee. A hot bolt of pain shot clear to his hip as another boot narrowly missed his groin.


As he scrabbled backwards away from the driving, vicious kicks he looked up at the blank eyes, the glistening, set faces, and knew that this beating would end only with his death. And, though death was a state he had for some time contemplated with affection, now he was infuriated. He spat a curse. A kick grazed his shoulder. His head smacked against a table leg and he wriggled under the flimsy shield, felt sudden satisfaction as a wilder kick saw one man’s shin strike hard wood. Then the table was sent flying. Wood splintered. Someone yelled a protest as a flying fragment clanged against a lamp and set it swinging.


Shadows swept back and forth across the floor, transforming Cleet’s two attackers into grotesque giants who danced clumsily before his eyes. He was still moving backwards, using hands, heels, elbows, unable to rise because each such move was deliberately blocked. And now he was tiring, the unnatural posture and awkward movement putting too much strain on a body that had trained on raw whiskey and spent too many hours slouched in the saddle.


A kick cracked into his ribs, and the breath exploded from his body. Another nearly ripped his ear from his head, and he felt the hot wetness of blood. Agony brought tears to his eyes. He saw the two men through a shimmering mist, saw both men come in close to swing simultaneous kicks – and finish up in a tangle. As they bounced apart, momentarily off balance, Cleet rolled and came to his feet. He spun. The swing doors were behind him. A furious bellow of anger sent him plunging desperately through, into cool, sweet night air beneath soft skies and, as his boots echoed on the plank-walk, his arm was caught and held by a rawboned man on whose vest a badge glittered intermittently in the light winking with the slap, slap, slap of the swing doors.









Chapter Two


 


Cleet sat on the steps at the edge of the plank walk, elbows on knees, head in hands. Behind him, the New Deal had settled and was gently bubbling. Marshal Sam Sloan had continued on his rounds, well satisfied: two hard men had told him the reasons behind their indignation; a drunken drifter had been warned and pointed towards his horse; nobody had died.


The way of the world, Cleet thought ruefully; somebody had told him the meek would inherit, but he couldn’t see that happening. The explanations had been one side of a story and probably lies, the marshal had accepted them without question, and the hard eyes that had continued to stare at him across the lawman had held a deadly promise.


Why? If they had set on him because of mistaken identity, who did they think he was? What was he supposed to have done, and when? Or was it the other way around? Had they been awaiting an arrival, mistaken him for that person and moved in to put a stop to trouble he might cause in the future?


That would have made sense if he was a hired gunslinger brought in to help out in a range war. But, goddamn it, he was unmistakably a bum, a smooth-hipped drifter with watery eyes and course set for the nearest bar, and whatever he had been or might have been was well hidden beneath greying whiskers and a hand that trembled. Deliberately so, for Cleet’s only desire was to pass through what was left of his life with the minimum of fuss.


‘Easy, Rocky,’ he said softly, as the horse at the rail stepped forward and flung its head.


Even if he’d come strutting in with six-guns flaunted and a swagger in his step, he’d have had nowhere to go, because in this corner of Texas a range war was about as likely as winter snow. The grassless plains and mesquite flats supported no grander enterprise than the listless movement of horses and wet-back cattle across the waters of the Bravo, the only wars were the sporadic in-and-out skirmishes when bored Texans on the gather encountered sleepy Mexicans and disturbed their siesta.


‘So we move on,’ Cleet told the horse, and saw an ear flick, the light of the rising moon glint in an approving eye.


He stood stiffly, felt the pull of dry blood on his neck, the knife-pain that could be a cracked rib: shallow breathing was the order of the day, sudden movement not recommended. Knocked cold sober by the recent ruckus, still he went down the steps with the stumbling gait of the old drunk he was, flipped the reins free, swung with some difficulty into the saddle.


He crossed the wide street at an angle, moving into the rich smell of frying beef and onions issuing in warm billows from the open door of the café to torment the hungry horses at the rail, sniffing appreciatively because it would surely be some time before he again enjoyed the benefit of someone else’s cooking. Yet even as he rode closer it seemed that the troubles that dogged him had not had their fill: wreathed in steam, a ghostly figure in the hazy yellow lamplight, the pretty girl who had earlier served his meal was standing just inside the doorway and, as Cleet reached the edge of the plankwalk, he saw a hand flash like a striking snake and slap the girl’s face.


A low growl stirred in his chest. He swung Rocky, saw the girl stumble out on to the plankwalk as a big man with long greasy hair and a filthy apron came after her with his hand raised for a second strike.


‘Enough,’ Cleet called. ‘Leave her alone.’


Two heads swung to look at him. In the girl’s eyes he saw fright, then recognition and relief; in the man’s irritation, then contempt.


‘Ride on, feller,’ the café owner said, ‘unless you’re part of this and want to get real gabby with the marshal?’


Cleet was down, loose-tying the horse. The girl was shaking her head, and he said, ‘Part of what?’


‘My takings are little enough,’ said the big man, ‘but your kind don’t need much. If she dipped her hand in the cash tonight, she’s done it before, and it could be you and her figure you’ve got a good thing going.’


‘Did you?’


She looked numbly at Cleet and turned away from the big man. He grabbed for her arm. She shook him off, stumbled away along the plankwalk.


‘You looked at her left hand?’ Cleet said scornfully. ‘She’s a married woman, she’d have no time for the likes of me.’


‘Still a thief,’ said the big man, ‘and good riddance.’


He spat into the dust, ran fingers through his greasy hair, and was gone. The girl had stopped some thirty yards away. As the café door rattled shut she began to walk back, and Cleet hesitated.


‘You live nearby?’


Her face was pale. ‘Far enough out to make the ride both ways near as long as time spent on the job.’


‘And now there is no job?’


She shrugged.


‘Will that make a difference?’


‘You think I worked there for fun?’


‘No, out of desperation. Ma’am, are you a widow?’


‘I’m married to a man who thinks horse dealing will make him rich. He spends his time bringing stolen Mex’ horses over the Bravo so they can get stole right back again.’ With a sudden flash of spirit she said, ‘I guess you could say dishonesty runs in the family, and we still ain’t got the hang of it.’


He watched her untie a thin sorrel and swing into the saddle, waited until she had turned away from the rail and started down the street, then swung aboard Rocky and fell in alongside her.


They rode past the marshal’s office as Sam Sloan was unlocking the door, caught the glint of his eyes as he intently watched them ride by. He’s had some time to cogitate, and a second look, Cleet thought. Maybe now he’ll have a brainstorm, hunt out those old Wanted dodgers. Get a bunch of mixed feelings if he comes up with the right ones, set behind his desk worrying if he was within an ace of glory or just plain lucky to be alive.


‘I don’t need your concern.’


‘Ma’am, I’m just leaving town, same as you.’


She laughed ruefully. ‘I can’t believe this is happening. A man tries something on with me when business is slack, I slap him down and get accused of stealing, and all at once . . .’


He waited, saw the set of her jaw, the lift of her head, and said, ‘And suddenly the town’s low life reckons you’re down to their level – is that what you mean?’


She was sensitive enough to flush prettily. ‘I shouldn’t even think that, because I don’t know who you are, or what you are.’


‘What I am is what you see. Who I am is Judson Cleet.’ He waited, saw no sign that the name meant anything to her, and said, ‘If that’s what happened in there I should have stayed and taught that feller a lesson.’


‘That’s been done,’ she said, and now her smile twinkled with amusement. ‘When I said I slapped him down, I meant kicked – and right where it hurts.’


A bit jingled. A laugh rang out behind them, lost itself in the night. He knew she was watching him as they rode away from the lamplight of Old Town, knew that as those warm lights dimmed and the cold glimmer of the moon sent a shiver through the air she was glad of his company, yet at the same time nervous.


‘Cleet?’ she said, coming at him from a different angle. ‘Should that name mean something?’


‘Sam Sloan might dig something up.’ He grinned across at her in the thin light. ‘But it’ll be ancient history on yellowed paper, and about as close to the truth as that story you told me.’


She let that slide – though her swift glance was as sharp as a knife thrust – and for a while they rode in silence, pushing north-west from Old Town and crossing the moonlit flats in the direction of the Bravo, occasionally turning aside to avoid stretches of tough of mesquite. Within half an hour they were close enough to smell the water. In another fifteen minutes, Cleet caught the tang of woodsmoke, and felt his scalp contract.


‘You’re welcome to stay the night,’ she said at last, but even as he nodded his thanks he knew that her mind was elsewhere, her eyes never still.


‘What is it?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Are we close?’


There was much taller mesquite ahead, gnarled trees that blocked the horizon. But even their height couldn’t hide the smoke smudging the moonlit skies, and once the smoke was seen the mind swiftly reached the conclusion that the faint glow visible through the tangled growth was not moonlight on water, but a smouldering fire.


And it was at that point that the girl dug in her heels and brought the thin sorrel to a reckless gallop and the remaining mile to her home was covered at a hair-raising pace that left Cleet trailing.


When he caught up with her – after a leisurely ride in to allow her some moments alone with the husband who stole horses for a living – he discovered that her breakneck ride to join the young maverick had achieved its purpose, but ended in untold grief.
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