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Chapter One – A Drifter Comes
To Broken Spur

 


IT WAS AS cold as a mother-in-law’s kiss as the five
riders drifted along the ridge and reined-in their mounts under the
spreading branches of a giant oak tree. For a moment they simply
sat saddle, their shadows tending to merge with the darkness. Just
beyond the tree was the stage trail that began at Buffalo Flats and
stretched across the high country to the sprawling valley town of
Broken Spur. It was a rutted trail that twisted like ribbon around
ridges and pine forests. Here it mounted a sudden sharp incline
where the westbound’s team of six would be forced to slow.

Here was where the riders waited.

One of them, tall and beefy, lit a cigarette
as an owl hooted in the leafy branches overhead. Down the trail, a
pack of shaggy foxes slunk along a creekbank.

The minutes passed and the rider’s cigarette
burned low. Suddenly, the man flicked away the glowing butt, stood
in his stirrups then looked hard at a distant ridge.

“Dust,” he whispered. “Check your guns.”

Hands slid to rifles and six-guns. One rider
lifted a lethal-looking double-barreled shotgun, another stroked
the latest model Beals repeater. The youngest of the five spun full
cylinders of twin six-guns across the palms of his sweaty
hands.

“Reckon you still know what you have to
do.”

Nothing else needed to be said.

They just waited as the spiral of dust swept
across the valley and reached the shale-covered foot of the slope.
Momentarily, the dust haze seemed to hang over a copse of poplars,
then the six-strong team of horses pulling a swaying stagecoach
emerged from the darkness.

Slowly, ponderously, the westbound began its
climb.

Like hawks ready to swoop on their
unsuspecting prey, the riders watched as the team heaved the Wells
Fargo stage past a rocky outcrop. The drumming of hoofs punctuated
the rumble of wheels as the westbound rolled closer. Motionless,
the five riders sitting their saddles glimpsed two men hunched over
on the driving seat. One of them, fat as a cracker barrel, held the
reins in polished hands while the other, much thinner yet older,
nursed a long rifle casually across his knees. The stage creaked
and groaned as the horses slowed on the harsh slope.

The Beals repeater was lifted, fingers
curled around its cold trigger as deadly eyes stared down the twin
barrels. There were sharp metallic clicks as six-gun hammers were
thumbed back as the team of moon-flecked horses loomed closer and
the westbound approached the waiting ambushers.

Suddenly, guns boomed like thunder from the
depths of hell. Peppered with shotgun pellets, the driver reared up
from his seat and stood in shock as blood poured from holes in his
quivering body. Bullet-ridden, his companion pitched forward over
the wet rumps of the two rear horses and crashed to the trail, the
wheels of the westbound riding the body into the dust. Two
ambushers rode straight for the lead horses while six-shooters
boomed again, blasting the swaying driver to his death. Passengers
cried out in terror as the stage shuddered violently as the two
outlaws brought the white-eyed team to a standstill. Wheels slewed,
dust settled and a door lurched open.

“Goddammit, I thought you said there’d be no
passengers,” the man with the shotgun yelled hoarsely.

The tall man raised his rifle.

“Get ’em outside and kill ’em.”

Casually, the tall man built another
cigarette as the youngest rider and the outlaw with the shotgun
pushed their mounts toward the frightened stage horses. The two
outlaws steadying the lead horses now rode back to make an arc of
guns around the open door.

“Come out with your hands held high!”

The tall man lit his cigarette and watched
as a portly, middle-aged man climbed down, the moon playing over
the white face of Buffalo Flats’ banker. Terror-stricken, the
banker had his bony fingers reaching for the stars as another
passenger clambered out. Sitting saddle in the shadows, the tall
man recognized Jacob Lemming, a lean horse trader from the mesa
country south of town, who was wearing a Colt .45 nestling in its
leather. The shotgun-toting outlaw leaned over in his saddle and
relieved Lemming of his hardware. There was still someone else
inside. The tall man watched over the glow of his cigarette tip as
the stage twitched and a wiry little hunchback emerged. Ugly-faced,
the man was in his early twenties and jabbered fearfully as he
looked around at the naked guns.

The four outlaws dismounted.

“We’re all gonna take a walk,” the outlaw
with the shotgun said.

“This is an outrage!” the banker fumed.
“None of you will get away with this—”

“Save your breath, Mr. Curtis,” Lemming
advised him. “Folks like these don’t take kindly to sermons.”

“Walk!” the man with the shotgun
snarled.

Gun muzzles were prodded against flesh.

Slowly, fearfully, the passengers began to
edge around the back of the stage. At gunpoint, they were shoved
toward the marbled boulders that littered the far side of the
trail. It was only then that the tall man urged his mount out of
the shadows, paying no attention to the banker’s threats and
protests. He hardly heard the hunchback’s whimpering pleas as he
rode right up to the stage, dismounted and climbed inside.

Knowing what he was after, he tossed baggage
to one side and found the locked compartment beneath the front
seat. Drawing out his six-shooter, he pressed the muzzle to a heavy
lock, then he squeezed trigger and the shattered lock dropped
limply to the floor. The gunshot was followed by three others from
across the trail and the tall man glanced momentarily through the
window. The portly banker was sprawled over a jagged boulder with
blood flowing from a hole in his back. Beside him, spreadeagled in
the grass, lay Jacob Lemming. The hunchback was still alive but
squirming like a fish out of water with blood gushing from a
shoulder wound. The shotgun was pressed to his head and a muffled
roar followed. Pieces of flesh plastered the rocks as the outlaws
laughed. The tall man prized open the steel compartment and felt
inside, and found the gray sacks containing the solid bars of
gold.

He lifted one gleaming bar onto the
seat.

It had all been so easy. They’d paid one
hundred dollars to a Wells Fargo desk clerk in Buffalo Flats in
return for information on this shipment. Now they only had to hide
the gold until the hue and cry died down and then cash the loot in
the usual manner. The tall man heard the clomp of boots as the
other four outlaws gathered around the stage. Grinning, he stood in
the doorway and held the gold bar aloft, moonlight glinting from
the golden bar as brightly as the glint of greed shone from the
eyes of the five bandits.

“It’s all here, jest like that clerk said it
would be.” The tall man’s tone was brittle. “Drag the bodies of the
guard and driver over to the rocks with the others. Butch, climb
into the driving seat and take the reins. We’re movin’.”

The outlaws carried out the orders as the
tall man smoked his cigarette down and waited. He heard the baying
of the foxes he’d sighted earlier and thought the shaggy scavengers
must have smelled the blood already. Within minutes of the stage
leaving they would be padding down for their banquet.

The cigarette burned low as Butch the
shotgun killer clambered up behind the nervous team. Then the tall
man turned to spit out his glowing cigarette butt and together they
rode away into the night ...

 


It was midafternoon and the shadows were beginning
to lengthen when Steve Brand rode his sorrel through a stand of
cottonwood that emptied into a long green valley. Being in no
particular hurry, he let his mount pick its way through the trees
and then reined-in beside a smooth-running creek. He let the animal
drink its fill while he looked across the water to the basin
below.

The trail divided the valley in two. To the
south stretched the grasslands, cut by strands of wire into spreads
each with its own ranch house and outbuildings. On the north side,
rugged rock-strewn terrain rose to the valley walls. Three hours’
ride further into the valley was a town, a large sprawl of
clapboard, pine logs and stone basking in the North Dakota sun.

Tall and lean in the saddle, Brand let his
brown eyes take in the scene. It wasn’t easy to figure out the
man’s age. He had the muscular frame of a man in his early thirties
but his face was lined, almost craggy, a face that had been blasted
by many searing suns and freezing winds. He was a man who’d stand
out in a crowd—not that Brand liked crowds. He was a man of the
wilderness, a man who’d chosen to drift the lonely trails. But he
wasn’t a loafer. Over the years he’d worked as a well-respected
Army scout, capable ranch hand, wrangler and timberman—it was just
that he had never found a reason to settle down.

He rode across a bubbling creek as a
white-tailed deer, disturbed by the rider’s approach, bounded into
a thicket. Brand didn’t reach for his rifle. He would replenish his
supplies in the town he could see down the valley.

The trail widened as he headed slowly toward
the distant buildings. Wild prairie flowers made a carpet bed under
the towering trees while the rich grass, tall and lush blue as the
Wyoming prairie he’d crossed last year, fringed the trail. The
valley he was heading for was a vast bowl whose western rims were
shrouded in mist. He figured it would take him two days to cross
this valley floor.

He rode for a full hour as the shadows
turned purple and the night owls began to hoot from their
branches.

He was about to ford a swiftly-flowing river
when he glimpsed Indian horsemen threading through the willows that
lined the opposite bank. Reining-in his sorrel under the tree’s
sheltering branches, he watched as the brown-skinned riders paused
to let their ponies drink. Judging by the markings daubed on their
mounts, these warriors were Cheyenne and Brand counted close to
twenty braves. He waited until they moved on. He knew the Cheyenne
well. He’d hunted and traded with them, slept in their lodges and
learned to speak their language. He knew that right now this bunch
was well away from their usual stamping ground. Maybe it was a
hunting party that had followed the river south from their
domain—or perhaps it was a raiding party. This caused him some
concern, especially as there were new settlers in isolated
homesteads beyond the more established ranches. He decided to
inform the town sheriff of their presence as soon as he hit
town.

Brand watched the braves fade into the
willows along the riverbank, then he gathered his reins and urged
his sorrel through the reeds. Fording the shallow water, he set his
eyes toward the town. The trail beyond the river mounted a sharp
rise, and reaching the crest, he glanced north. It was here he saw
the Cheyenne again, bunched in a scooped hollow beneath a rocky
overhang ready to make camp for the night. Momentarily he kept his
eyes on them before riding on.

The sun journeyed closer to the beckoning
rims where the mist had vanished and the escarpments stood like
stunted teeth. A cold wind moaned down from the distant mountains,
making him button his coat. He passed a long barbwire fence
fronting the Rolling C ranch. There were other spreads along the
trail and he saw their names nailed to big gates—the Bar ZH, Two
Wheels, Wagon and Lazy W ranches, where range riders were rounding
up longhorns in the fading dusk.

Looking west, he glimpsed streetlamps
glowing beside another river. He rode by a line of deserted cabins
smelling of decay and vermin, their emptiness testimony to the rise
and death of a silver mine. Just past these cabins stood a trading
post that had seen better days. Paint peeled around the signboard
that announced that Harry the Proprietor welcomed all comers to his
friendly establishment. Another signboard, shaped like an arrow and
pointing west, told travelers that the town of Broken Spur,
population 347, was a mile down the trail. Brand glanced at the
trading post and saw an ancient, gray-haired part-Mandan Indian
smoking a long pipe on the porch beside bags of flour and tobacco.
Harry nodded to the stranger as he rode on toward town.

It was sundown when he reached the
riverbank, but unlike the first river he’d crossed, this one was
deeper and murkier, a twisting snake of water that wound around the
blinking lanterns of the town. He kneed the sorrel onto the rickety
bridge that spanned the river and was blasted by the northerly wind
reminding him that fall was close at hand. Within a couple of
months he would be looking for a place to spend the winter.

Coming off the bridge, he rode into Broken
Spur’s main street.

It looked like a quiet, peaceful town
resting in the dusk. He saw three churches, the First Methodist
Church of Broken Spur, a Mormon Tabernacle and a white-walled
Quaker meeting house. Down from the churches were two saloons, the
conservative Cattleman’s Rest and the more garish Maria’s Garter.
Quite a contrast, he thought to himself. Opposite this parade of
Godliness and sin were seven shops, all packed with merchandise and
shut up for the night. A flour mill and school stood together down
the street, while opposite the livery stables sat a lamplit law
office. Riding past the row of tethered horses outside the two
saloons, Brand headed toward the sign announcing that Sheriff Sam
Lomas was on duty.

Broken Spur’s law office was made of stone
and stood behind a long water trough and hitching post. Light
spilled through two barred windows and an open door as Brand eased
his tired frame from the saddle. Slapping the trail dust from his
coat and pants with his hat, he climbed the porch steps and walked
into the sheriff’s office, where an overweight lawman with unkempt
black hair sat smoking a cigar as he reclined in a chair behind a
desk piled high with papers. He looked up sharply from a dime novel
as Brand strode inside and closed the door.

“Evenin’, stranger,” Lomas greeted him
warily.

“Evenin’, Sheriff. Name’s Steve Brand.”

“Before you tell me why you’ve paid me a
visit, you’ll answer some questions,” the lawman stated.

Brand’s eyes narrowed. “Such as?”

Lomas stubbed his cigar on the desktop
before getting to his feet. He was a bear of a man with layers of
fat making folds over his belt. His face was craggy and his
reddened eyes betrayed the soreness of trail dust or too much
whiskey.

“Don’t get uppity with me, Brand.” The
lawman’s tone was harsh. “Just give me straight answers. Like where
are you from?”

“No place in particular. I like to
drift.”

“A man from nowhere, eh?” Lomas remarked
acidly.

“Somethin’ eatin’ away at you, Sheriff?”

“I’ll tell you what’s eatin’ away at me—five
bodies ripped to shreds by coyotes all taken from a missing stage!”
Lomas snapped. “Now answer the question.”

“So every stranger’s a suspect, huh?”

“Until his answers tell me different.” Lomas
stared at him. “There are two trails into Broken Spur. One comes
from Buffalo Flats, the other from the timber country. Which one
did you use?”

“I rode down from the timber country.”

“We’ll check your story,” Lomas said,
waddling like a duck toward his front door.

The lawman stomped outside and made for
Brand’s sorrel. The newcomer to Broken Spur watched as the
badge-toter ran his sweaty hands over the horse’s flanks, then held
those hands up to the lamplight.

“Trail dust’s black as coal,” Lomas
sniffed.

“So?”

“It means so far you’re tellin’ me the
truth,” Lomas grunted, then returned inside. He walked over to the
woodstove and checked the coffeepot. “Dust from the Buffalo Flats
trail is redder than a whore’s mouth.”

“Any more questions, Sheriff?”

“It could be you’re lyin’. You still could
be one of the animals I’m lookin’ for. It’s easy to wash a horse,
ride around the valley and come in through the timber country.”

“I’m not that long on time to spend wastin’
it here, Sheriff,” Brand said as the sheriff poured himself a mug
of coffee. “For the last time, I’m tellin’ you I rode in from the
timber country. Take it or leave it—I don’t give a damn either way.
Fact is, I called in here because there’s somethin’ you should
know.”
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