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  Chapter One – Deal With The Devil


  


  


  


  


  IT WAS SUNDOWN over Wild Wolf Valley, and a cold and gray dusk settled like a shroud. Four riders emerged from the ponderosa pines and momentarily reined-down their horses on the northern bank of the big river that twisted like a snake through the valley. Clad in heavy coats as protection against the wind, the riders sat their saddles and watched the flickering lanterns that had just been lit in the sprawling town of Gannon’s Bend, named after the trapper who’d first built a cabin there in ’38.


  The oldest rider, Ernie Matterhorn, nodded to the others and they urged their mounts into the water. They forded the river with their horses thrashing the murky water into creamy foam tinged with gold by a dying sun.


  Matterhorn came out of the river first, his bay gelding flattening the reeds as water dripped from its body. Squat as a toad in the saddle, Matterhorn was a round-shouldered, ugly man with patchy stubble on an angular face. He waited impatiently while Jake McKenzie splashed through the reeds and joined him on the bank. The tall McKenzie was in his early twenties and strands of unkempt, black hair hung from beneath his Stetson. Snelling and Grogan climbed the bank together. Coyote Snelling was a rat-faced man with two fingers missing from his left hand, legacy of a vicious knife fight. Eric Grogan, the fourth rider, was hatless and his shoulder-length hair was matted. Like the others, Grogan was armed to the teeth.


  The coats they wore concealed holstered sidearms and in addition to rifles in saddle scabbards, McKenzie and Grogan had double-barreled shotguns roped to their horses.


  “Where did you say the badge-toter’s house is?” Matterhorn asked McKenzie.


  “Right alongside the schoolhouse,” McKenzie said, pointing to an imposing stone house set back among the trees.


  “Done real well for himself!” Snelling sneered.


  He was in his early fifties, just a few months younger than Matterhorn. “Must be a smart lawdog.”


  “Smart?” Matterhorn unbuttoned his coat and checked his twin Colts. “I say he’s a damn fool for tanglin’ with Sam Cline.” He slid the guns back into their greased holsters. “We all know what we have to do, so let’s get this over with.”


  They took a track across the grass and rode in the shadows of a row of ancient pines. The last of the daylight faded above the western rims as they came closer to Gannon’s Bend. The track suddenly rounded a huge oak tree with a signboard nailed to its gnarled trunk. Stopping their horses, the riders stared bleakly at the crudely-lettered words;


  


  GANNON’S BEND GALLOWS TREE


  


  Chalked under this announcement was another in smudged handwriting;


  


  ‘Sam Cline hangs here tomorrow at sunup!


  Hallelujah!’


  


  “Like hell he does!” Matterhorn said, spitting at the sign as he lifted his reins.


  Like wraiths, they closed in on the sheriff’s house.


  Piano music from Gannon’s Bend’s only saloon came to them on the evening breeze as they rode closer with their horses’ hoofs muffled by the lush grass. Right at town limits and able to glimpse the main street down a long, narrow alley, the riders headed along the schoolhouse fence and finally drew rein under one of the towering trees.


  Sheriff Delaney’s house was built of stone and pine logs. Its sloping tin roof formed an awning over a long front porch supported by two stone pillars. Lamplight from a single window draped by lace curtains spilled over the porch’s slate floor.


  Matterhorn motioned to his riders and they slipped from their saddles. Guns were drawn in the shadows beneath the tree. The men waited while McKenzie looped the reins around a low branch, then a bunch of noisy riders emerged from the alley and veered toward the river, but the outlaws went unnoticed.


  “Now,” Matterhorn urged softly as the townsmen began to cross the river.


  With McKenzie behind him, Matterhorn crept stealthily toward the porch, while Grogan and Snelling, keeping low, made for the back of the house. Matterhorn reached the left-side pillar, and flattening himself against the hard stone wall, edged slowly toward the lamplit window. He inched past the front door with McKenzie shuffling beside him. Warning the younger outlaw to freeze, Matterhorn took a quick look through the window.


  Inside, two women were seated by a potbelly stove. One, a graceful lady with auburn hair rolled into an austere bun, was sewing patches onto a man’s Levi’s, while the other, also auburn-haired and in her late twenties, appeared to be slicing vegetables for the evening meal. According to what McKenzie had told him, Matterhorn knew they would be Delaney’s wife and daughter. He stole another look, this time a longer one, his eyes lingering on Alice Delaney’s attractive body. The blue dress she wore emphasized her lush young curves.


  Matterhorn thumbed back his gun hammer.


  “I reckon by now Coyote and Eric will be forcin’ their way inside,” he whispered.


  Lifting his right-hand gun, Matterhorn thrust its barrel against the window. The glass shattered and Delaney’s wife screamed frantically as Matterhorn’s stubbled face was framed by the jagged hole. The woman’s daughter, white-faced and trembling, sat staring down the cold barrel of the intruding gun.


  “Sorry to interrupt your pleasant evenin’,” Matterhorn said mockingly.


  Still screaming, Delaney’s wife backed to the far wall while her daughter jumped to her feet as Matterhorn’s other .45 came to rest on the broken glass. He snarled;


  “Quit your squawkin’, ma’am, or my guns will shut you up permanent.”


  Her screams died to a whimper.


  “Dear God …”


  “Who are you, and what is this?” Alice demanded boldly.


  “Button your lip, girl! I’m doin’ the talking!”


  “You’ve chosen the wrong place to rob,” Mrs. Delaney wailed, terror-stricken. “My husband’s a lawman …”


  The fleshy lips behind the guns parted in a frosty smile.


  “We know that, ma’am. That’s why we’re here.” Matterhorn’s smile faded. “Where is your husband?”


  “The sheriff is in his law office and if you don’t—”


  McKenzie’s face showed beside Matterhorn’s at the window, and the woman stifled a gasp.


  “I know you!”


  “You probably do, ma’am,” Matterhorn drawled. “We sent Jake into town for a few days to do a few chores. One of those chores was to find out all about Sheriff Delaney and his family.”


  “You came to my home looking for work!” Mrs. Delaney accused. “You said you had no money, so I paid you to chop some wood!”


  “Jake’s a good actor, ma’am,” Matterhorn explained.


  Then the hallway door crashed open, and Snelling entered and aimed his rifle at Alice. Grogan came in behind him and stopped just inside the parlor with his double-barreled shotgun aimed at Mrs. Delaney’s head.


  “Hold ’em there,” Matterhorn commanded.


  The faces left the shattered window, and while Snelling and Grogan held the two women at gunpoint, the others opened the front door.


  Snelling’s hungry eyes devoured Alice’s flawless face and creamy neck, then dropped lower to her full breasts.


  Matterhorn walked inside, followed by Jake McKenzie.


  “We’re not here to rob you, Mrs. Delaney,” Matterhorn said. “We’re here for one reason—to do a deal with your husband. You’re gonna take a walk and tell him that unless he unlocks Sam Cline’s cell and brings him, unharmed, out to the town limits, we’ll kill your daughter.”


  The blood drained from Jane Delaney’s face as Matterhorn’s last words hung in the taut silence.


  “It’s plain and simple, ma’am. A straight deal. Sam Cline, alive and well, in exchange for your daughter’s life.”


  “But Cline’s—”


  “A prisoner in lawful custody and a condemned man? I know, Mrs. Delaney, and I’m usin’ your daughter to make sure all that changes!”


  Matterhorn’s face hardened and a muscle below his left eye twitched as he stared at the distraught, terrified woman.


  “I’ve something to add, so you listen up, Mrs. Delaney. We’ll make the exchange under the gallows tree—Sam Cline for your daughter. Then we’ll ride off and you can remain a happy family. You run and tell your husband that he’s to escort Sam out of town alone. No deputies, no towners, just him and Sam.” 


  He took two steps forward and stood only inches from Jane Delaney. She smelled his foul breath as he brought his fearsome face close to hers.


  “Do you understand me, Mrs. Delaney?”


  “Merciful God …” she whispered, almost at the point of collapse.


  Matterhorn stepped back and said;


  “What’s the time, Eric?”


  Grogan held his shotgun with one hand while he searched in his coat pocket and drew out a gold watch with a hairline crack across the face and said;


  “Just afore six.”


  “You have around fifteen minutes, ma’am,” Matterhorn said, slowly and deliberately. “If Sam’s not under that gallows tree, alive and well, by fifteen minutes past six, Grogan will put his shotgun against your daughter’s pretty face and blow her head apart.”


  “Ma!” Alice cried, as Snelling leered at her in the flickering lamplight. “Ma, they’re bluffing!”


  Matterhorn’s eyes narrowed, then he walked over to Alice and slapped her across the mouth.


  Dazed, blood spilling from her cut lips, Alice slumped to the floor while her mother sobbed hysterically, face chalk-white with horror and fear.


  “I’m not bluffin’ and I’m not playin’ games,” Matterhorn grated, looking menacingly at her. “Now get the hell outta here and make sure your husband brings Sam to the gallows tree!”


  Jane stared at her unconscious daughter, then looked around at the four outlaws who had invaded her home. Finally, her eyes focused on Matterhorn. The outlaw met her pleading gaze with cold, flinty eyes that reflected his utter ruthlessness. She shuddered as she realized the man would kill Alice with the same ease as he’d flick a fly from his face.


  “I’ll … tell my husband,” she said brokenly.


  “And hurry it up, ma’am,” Matterhorn advised her.


  “Yes, I’ll hurry,” Jane said hoarsely.


  “Mrs. Delaney,” Matterhorn said as she reached the door. “Just one last word of warnin’. Tell that badge-toter of yours not to even think of bringin’ along a posse.”


  She took a last, lingering look at her daughter who was stirring on the floor, then she hurried down the hallway. The outlaws watched her run past the window, and when her footsteps had receded, they turned their attention to the young woman at their feet. She lifted her head, her vision blurred as she tried to focus on the ring of faces staring down at her.


  “I’ll help you to your feet, ma’am,” Snelling offered.


  He bent down, snickering as his hands slid familiarly over her young, ripe body.


  Matterhorn’s blow had driven her into the gray world of semiconsciousness, but Alice could still feel his groping hands and hear their ribald laughter. She twisted and writhed, trying to avoid him and finally lashing out with her fists.


  “That’s enough, Coyote,” Matterhorn said.


  “Hell, Ernie …” Snelling grumbled.


  “Get her on her feet,” Matterhorn said, nodding to the others. “We’re headin’ for the gallows tree now.”


  Rough hands grabbed Alice and lifted her off the floor. Her head still spinning from Matterhorn’s savage blow, she swayed and fell against McKenzie, who promptly shoved her away from him. Blood ran from her mouth and dripped onto her bodice. Two guns jabbed sharply into her back as Snelling and Grogan grabbed her arms and propelled her toward the hallway door. The night air cooled her bloody face as she staggered out into the darkness.


  The outlaws pushed and shoved her into the shadows of the trees. She was vaguely aware of the twinkling town lights as Grogan lifted her off the ground, dumped her onto his horse’s back and climbed up behind her. The lurching ride and a sharper, colder wind slowly combined to restore her senses.


  Matterhorn’s hardcases rode their mounts under the towering tree that was the settlement’s gallows, and looking up, Alice glimpsed the noose swinging against the moonlight. It was the rope her father had proudly boasted would stretch Sam Cline’s neck come sunup.


  Hunting down and capturing Sam Cline had been Thomas Delaney’s greatest achievement. Cline had blazed a trail of murder, robbery and rape across Montana Territory, and many would have rejoiced to see him dance rope. Now, it seemed, the killer would cheat the hangman—if her father agreed to Matterhorn’s demand.


  Even now, Jane would be in the law office, forcing her husband to make an agonizing decision—to unlawfully release a condemned killer or see his only daughter shot dead. Maybe, in defiance of Matterhorn’s warning, her father would arrange for a posse of deputies to hide in the darkness, complete the exchange, then take Cline and the rest of the hardcases at gunpoint.


  But would there be time to raise a posse and would her father risk it after Matterhorn’s dire threat?


  “What’s the time now, Eric?” Matterhorn growled.


  Grogan consulted the fob watch.


  “Eleven minutes past six.”


  “If Delaney doesn’t show with Sam in four minutes, you know what to do,” Matterhorn said deliberately.


  Icy fingers closed around Alice’s heart as the seconds ticked away. She fixed her eyes on the moonlit, distant alley that led directly to the law office on Main Street. She felt Grogan’s left arm tighten around her waist and saw his other hand lift the shotgun. Matterhorn and Coyote Snelling sat motionless in their saddles. McKenzie struck a match and lit a cigarette. Two minutes passed and Matterhorn was becoming restless. He cussed bitterly and Grogan’s response was to raise his shotgun higher and push the barrels against Alice’s neck.


  “You’d better start sayin’ your prayers, ma’am,” Matterhorn advised her.


  An owl hooted and a ragged cloud edged slowly across the face of the moon. The darkness deepened and the outlaws, as restless as caged animals, clutched their guns as the hands of Grogan’s watch edged toward the deadline.


  Suddenly, shadows emerged from the alley.


  “It’s Sam!” McKenzie exclaimed hoarsely. “The badge-toter’s bringin’ Sam out!”


  “I knew it,” Matterhorn said elatedly. “I knew that old goat wouldn’t see his daughter killed!”


  He leaned forward in the saddle, watching as the blurred shadows resolved into a tall, gray-haired man leading a horse and rider. The mounted man was Sam Cline. Matterhorn spoke sharply to his men.


  “Jest in case the sheriff’s springin’ a trap, we’ll take precautions. Eric, keep your shotgun at the gal’s head. If you smell a posse, kill her. Jake and Coyote, back your horses into the darkness and keep your guns ready.”


  Alice felt Grogan’s hot, raspy breath at the back of her neck as her father led his prisoner closer. The moon pierced the clouds and eerie light played over Delaney’s chalk-white face as he walked ahead of the horse and rider. Then Alice glimpsed her mother standing at the head of the alley.


  Matterhorn raised his twin Colts as Delaney stopped twenty paces from the gallows tree.


  “You okay, Sam?” Matterhorn drawled.


  “I’m fine, now,” Cline said, smirking.


  He was a thickset man in his late thirties, with long, blond hair receding from a high forehead. His squarish face had been displayed on most law office pinboards in Montana Territory.


  “But hell, you left it damn late! This old fool was set to see me dance rope in a few hours.”


  “You needn’t have worried. We had it all figured out, thanks to Jake.”


  Delaney looked straight at McKenzie.


  “You lousy bastard!”


  McKenzie laughed jeeringly and Alice saw the dim outline of his gun aimed at her father.


  “We’ll get down to business,” Matterhorn said, glancing around at the shadows.


  “Alice—” Delaney began, looking at his daughter.


  “Shut your mouth,” Matterhorn snarled. “Eric, keep your finger on that trigger while I ask Sam a question. Sam, did Delaney play it straight? Did he call for any deputies?”


  “He was as well-behaved as a Sunday School kid on prize night,” Cline sneered mockingly. “His wife came in and told him exactly what he had to do and Delaney obeyed her to the letter. Not that he liked unlocking my cell and escorting me out back to a horse. I reckon that went against all his fine principles!”


  “I’ve carried out my part of the deal, betrayed my badge and set this snake free. Now you let my daughter get down from that horse,” Delaney said, moving toward Alice.


  “Okay, Eric …” Matterhorn said, and shrugged.


  “Hold on,” Cline said softly. “Delaney, you stay right where you are!”


  The lawman stopped in his tracks as Cline caught the six-gun Matterhorn tossed to him.
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