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      Hahmood rode up to the small cabin home at the end of a long, hot day. Its fallen-in roof would normally advertise this as a deserted former abode, but Hahmood knew there was a young couple inside. The boy's father had told him so during their first meeting.

      “I have heard tell you can help,” the father said after he had cornered Hahmood in the Friendly Days saloon. Hahmood, sipping a whisky, his tailcoat open to reveal the holstered gun angled across the front of his silver-threaded waistcoat, raised his glass. “I can. If the pay is right.”

      The man grunted and slid a sealed envelope across the bar. “There’s a thousand dollars in there. More if you get it done.”

      “Get what done, exactly?”

      “Landowner around these parts…” Here, the man leaned forward, lowering his voice to continue, “Man name of Canning. He owns just about every damned blade of grass around here, and now he wants to buy my son out. He’s just got married, has a smallholding about three or four miles out of⁠—”

      Hahmood held up his hand. “I don’t need the details. I have heard of Canning.”

      The man must have noticed something in Hahmood’s tone. “Ah, so you won’t do it? Won’t sort out this problem for me?”

      “Never said that. But, going up against a man like that, the outcome could be… difficult.” He stared into his whisky glass. “I’m one man; he has well over fifty on his books. Some of ’em mean and good with a gun.”

      “It’s not Canning, it’s one of Canning’s trail bosses. This has nothing to do with land or water rights or any of that usual garbage. This trail boss, name of Ross, he’s taken a shine to my boy’s new wife. Jonathan – that’s my boy – stepped in and received a beating for his pains. Now, this Ross has camped outside their home and is planning on… Well, I’m sure you don’t need a picture.”

      “So what is it you want me to do?”

      “Ross visited the house only last Wednesday. Jonathan put a shotgun under his chin and told him he’d die rather than let Bonnie go anywhere near him. Bonnie is⁠—”

      “Yeah, I can guess who Bonnie is.”

      “Ross says he’ll be back, with a band of boys, burn down the house and drag Bonnie out if need be. I tell you, my boy is no walkover, but he is scared, Mr Hahmood. More scared than I’ve ever seen him. Ross, he’ll kill my boy, and there ain’t a damn thing anyone round here will do about it. Town marshal is in Canning’s pocket, and all Canning wants is a quiet life. But I’m asking yeh, no, begging yeh to help my boy.”

      “I’ll go take a look-see.” Hahmood reached across and put the envelope in his inside jacket pocket.

      “When will you go? That Ross said⁠—”

      “Yeah, you said.” Hahmood took a breath and finished off his whisky. He jiggled the glass in front of the man. “Pay the barkeep, if you would. I’d like to have this done and dusted before nightfall.”

      Hahmood took the directions and now sat astride his horse, studying the lowly cabin. He saw the three horses hitched to a small side fence and reckoned they belonged to Ross and his friends. A shrill scream from inside seemed to confirm it. Eyes locked on the cabin door, he carefully dismounted and walked his horse over to the others. He moved around to the front entrance.

      The place was in an appalling state of disrepair. Slated timbers were warped and edged with wet rot. The porch, too, was thin and weak, chewed away by either rats or worms or both. A thick fungal smell invaded his nostrils. No wonder the turf roof had caved in, he mused.

      The scream came again, a cry of, “No, for pity’s sake…” A man’s voice. A sharp laugh. The crack of a fist. Then another. “Shut up, you darn fool!”

      Hahmood, tired of waiting any longer, drew his gun and kicked through the door.

      There were three men inside. One, completely naked, dangled from one of the supporting roof beams, the cruel leather ties binding his wrists cut deep into his flesh as his body gently swayed from side to side. His face was broken and bloody, teeth smashed, eyes closed, lips swollen to three times their normal size. The other men, who had been enjoying themselves by beating the living daylights out of the younger one, stood with mouths hanging open, transfixed in total disbelief at what they saw.

      The one closest to Hahmood recovered first. Snapping his head towards a small, decrepit table and the holstered gun draped across the surface, he made his move.

      Hahmood moved forward, hit the second man hard in the guts, dropping him like a stone, then put the barrel of his gun behind the ear of the other as he groped for his weapon on the table.

      “Where?” hissed Hahmood.

      A thin trail of spittle drooled from the man’s mouth, and his left hand came up and gestured towards a closed door against the far wall. Nodding, Hahmood grabbed the man by the hair and pulled him upright. He pressed his gun hard into the man’s back. “Call him.”

      “Wha’?”

      “Call him. Tell him there’s a problem.”

      The man hesitated, and Hahmood pressed the gun harder. Behind him, the other one was gasping for breath.

      “I ca-can’t. He’ll k-kill me.”

      “I’ll kill you if you don’t.”

      He felt the man sag under his grip. The other was recovering, straightening himself up. Hahmood swung his right arm and smashed his gun into the man’s face, sending him reeling across the room. He then frog-marched the man in his grip to the door and rammed him through it.

      They were naked in the bed. The girl, Bonnie, was every inch as lovely as her husband’s father had described. The man next to her, who Hahmood assumed was Ross, lay on his back smoking. Both were flushed, both were grinning.

      Until they saw Hahmood.

      Bonnie screamed, and Ross rolled over to get to his gun.

      Hahmood shot him through the head, turned, and put two more into the man he had smashed through the flimsy bedroom door. Sighing, Hahmood looked at the girl who was pressed up against the headboard, a sheet pulled up to hide her charms. “Get dressed,” spat Hahmood, and went back into the room to see the third man scrambling through the front door to get away. Hahmood helped him with two bullets in his back, flinging him face-first into the hard earth outside.

      It was over, and Hahmood could get back to town for the rest of his payment.

      The matrimonial problems which would no doubt ensue from this unsavoury little scene he left for Jonathan and Bonnie to sort out.

      Back in town, the father gave him a balance of five hundred dollars, and Hahmood told him it would be a good idea to go out to the cabin and dispose of the bodies. “Burn ’em would be best,” he suggested.

      He drank another whisky before leaving. He wanted to deposit the money, increase his nest egg. He never thought of those people again.
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        * * *

      

      The town marshal stood watching Jonathan hobbling around outside the cabin and speculated on how he had managed to fend off Ross and his two friends. The two men flanking him did not offer much of an explanation. “You’ll report this back to Mr Canning?” one of them asked.

      “I will,” said the marshal, “as soon as I discover the truth of what happened here.” He gestured towards the scuffed-up earth around them. “See those tracks? Someone came here alone, tied up their horse, and then moved off out again. Big fella, I’d say by the depth of them hoof prints.”

      “You’re good,” said one of the men.

      “Tracked for the Army way back. Learnt a lot from them Shoshone scouts they were using back then, and some white boys who were sharper than an eagle when it came to picking up tracks. Yep, big fella, I reckon, rode on back to town. Think I might pay Jonathan’s pa a little visit and get to the bottom of this.”

      “Mr Canning wants this land. Seems like a good time to take it, make the boy an offer.”

      “A paltry one, no doubt.”

      The taller of the two fixed the marshal with an icy stare. “Whatever, that ain’t no concern of yorn, Marshal. After we’re done here, we’ll go report back to Mr Canning. You go do your tracking. Could be this stranger has something to do with the disappearance of Ross.”

      The marshal grunted and swung around. He did not want anything to do with any of this, but he was sinking ever deeper into the mire created for him by Canning. He hated himself for getting sucked into Canning’s schemes. None of it was going to end well. He needed a way out and planned on finding one as soon as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            LOL FREEMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hanson ranch was a big, sprawling spread, but it was struggling. Times were moving on; the development of the railroad meant change—or progress, as some liked to call it—could not be halted. Developments hit Hanson where it hurt most – in his pocket. He persisted, however, in driving his herds across the prairies and selling them in the markets in Colorado. But this was proving increasingly difficult. Men were hard to come by. Good men who knew how to ride, manage a herd. Lol Freeman was one such man. He came asking for work some two months or so ago. Merv Heecher, the foreman, took one look at him and signed him up. A lean, wiry man, his gun holstered low on his hips, Freeman had the sort of mean, weathered face that other men shied away from. Not many wished to go up against Lol Freeman.

      He soon proved his worth, roping cattle as if it was second nature. His ability to ride and help break in some of the stallions brought a broad grin of satisfaction to Merv Heecher’s face. He had ridden the range for over twenty-five years, and Freeman was proving to be one of the hardest-working and competent cowboys he’d seen. On Saturday nights, with money in his back pocket, Freeman rarely, if ever, went to town with the rest of the boys. Preferring to stay behind in his bunkhouse, some of the others viewed him with suspicion, believing him to be arrogant and too far beneath them to mix with everyone. When Tex Winter called him a ‘snobbish no-mark’, they went at it ferociously. Winter was big, knew how to land a punch, but Freeman dodged and weaved, countering each of the big cowboy’s blows with ones of his own, smearing blood over Winter’s face from the punch that broke his nose, decking him on the ground with a right cross that would have felled a prime bull. Not long after he recovered, Winter left the ranch without a word, tail firmly between his legs. After that, nobody dared say anything derogatory to the big, powerful Freeman.

      He’d visited his old ma before he rode across to the ranch. She lived a little way outside the small town of Highridge, a place still served by a stagecoach. She seemed older than he remembered. Their last meeting was brief.

      “I feel it in my bones,” she said, sitting up in bed, a shawl draped around her shoulders. Freeman knew Sarah Foresight came visiting three or four times a week, and he made a mental note to go and see her, ask how his ma truly was. He worried about her constantly, always had ever since he first left home and fell into bad company up in Missouri. That was years ago, but some of the things he got up to came back to haunt him in the dead of night more than once.

      “Ma, you’ve got to make sure you eat. You have to keep yourself strong.”

      “I’m no longer young, Lawrence”—she never called him Lol—“and I do what I can, but I have to admit it is getting more and more difficult. Even getting up in the morning is a task I hate.”

      He helped in the tiny cottage garden, breaking up the hard earth, picking out the weeds, trimming the straggling stalks of corn and beans. He used a Dutch hoe, which was something his ma had bought over in town, and it worked a treat. As he paused to wipe the sweat from his brow, he noticed a rider moving across the hillside. Whoever it was stopped and studied him for a while before turning and riding off. Freeman didn’t think anything of it, and continued to copiously water the various plants. On returning to the cabin, he washed his face and said to his mother, “You make sure Mrs Foresight waters the garden every time she visits, Ma. Them plants need plenty.”

      She smiled, stroked his cheek. “A marshal came from Kansas City,” she said without any prewarning.

      Freeman sat up. He was at the edge of her bed, and he stared, waiting.

      “You’re in trouble again, ain’t you, son?”

      “Ma, that was a long time ago. I ain’t done anything bad for months. Maybe eight months.”

      “Whatever you did, or whenever you did it, it must be bad, Lawrence. That marshal, he seemed awful mean. Said his name was De Wilde. Big man, black eyes. I didn’t like him. He stood there”—she pointed to the bedroom door—“and filled it like a great grizzly bear! He frightened me, Lawrence.”

      “Did he say why he was looking for me?”

      “He mentioned something about you and a bad lot robbing a bank in Larkin. Is that true, Lawrence? You robbed a bank?”

      “It wasn’t like that, Ma.”

      “Then tell me what it is like. If they come here again, Lawrence, I’m not sure my poor heart will take the stress.”

      Freeman’s head dropped. He ran a hand through his hair. “Oh, Ma…”

      “Lawrence. Tell me.”

      He brought his face up and found her eyes boring into him. Sharp as flint she was, despite her present physical problems. Pressing his lips together, he said, “It wasn’t a bank, Ma. Larkin is a real small town. New. About half a dozen buildings in one dusty street, most false-fronted. I’d met some rough types over in Dodge, and one of ’em told us about a cattle company man who stopped off in Larkin on his way across to Wichita with the payroll. The plan was to hold him up, skedaddle with the money. That was all. But this man, he was ornery and full of sand. He took to drawing his pistol and firing at us. Shot two of us and …” His head dropped so that his chin rested on his chest. “It wasn’t meant to happen the way it did.”

      “You killed him, didn’t you, Lawrence?”

      His mouth fell. “No, Ma! That was Bohen. I always knew he was out of control, could see it in his eyes even before we rode into Larkin. This payroll manager, he took us by surprise and Bohen …” He shrugged. “He shot him dead. Shot him half a dozen times. We rode off with the money in two saddlebags and somewhere out on the range, we split it. One saddle bag each.” He smiled. “Ma, I left it in the barn.”

      “You did what? You left that stolen money in my barn?” Face scarlet, she struggled to get out of bed. He had to hold her back. “Let go of me, Lawrence Freeman! How dare you bring blood money to my home? You make sure you take it back. Every single cent.”

      “I will, Ma, I will. I was only hoping you could use it to do up the place some. Maybe buy some horses. I could come and stay and help break ’em in. We could make a real go of this place, Ma, and⁠—”

      “Not with stolen money you won’t, Lawrence. Dead man’s money, that’s what that is. I’ve lived an honest life, Lawrence, I’m not about to turn away from that any time soon. Your father will be turning in his grave.”

      “Pa would have accepted it, Ma, seen the sense of it.”

      “No, no, he wouldn’t. Lionel was as straight as a die, and you know it. Now, go and take that money, Lawrence. I don’t want it in my barn. You fetch it and take it away from here.”

      It was pointless arguing with her, so Freeman went outside, deflated and miserable. He wanted to take the money from where he’d hidden it in the barn, just as his ma had ordered him to, but something stopped him. As he swung away from the barn entrance, he spotted the men. Nothing more than tiny dots on the horizon, he knew who they were, and he had to make his getaway. Running back into the cabin, he told his mother what was happening and added, “I’ll be fine, Ma. You just keep yourself warm and well.”

      “Don’t you worry about me none, Lawrence,” she said, “you just make sure you don’t get yourself into any more scrapes. An honest life is what you need, Lawrence. Not like your father.”

      “Ma, that is why I’m gonna work at the Hanson place. Honest graft, with money at the end of it. No more robbing banks or stealing from folks. I aim to go straight, Ma.”

      Struggling out of bed, she stood in the rear doorway to her little home and watched him gallop off. When the two big men came into her home, rifles in their hands, blowing out their stale breath, she looked at them and sneered. “Men like you,” she said, “you can never leave good people in peace, can you?”

      She did not tell them where her son had gone. She hoped that they would not seek him out again.

      Now, several weeks later, coming in off the far fields where he had been fixing fences all morning, he dismounted and took a ladle of water from the well and drank it down. He tipped back his hat, poured another measure over his head, and wiped his face with his neckerchief.

      “Man rode in here, Lol,” said boss Heecher, coming upon him without making a sound. He was chewing tobacco and his stained teeth were gritted in his face. “Awful nervy, so he was. Said he was looking for you to give you a message. From a doctor way over in Highridge.”

      Freeman felt his stomach turn completely over. He steadied himself by holding onto the well side. “What sort of message?”

      Heecher shrugged and produced a folded piece of paper. He opened it up. “From a Doc Mills. Know him?”

      Freeman shook his head.

      “It says here your ma took a tumble. A fall. Seems she is laid up in bed and this Mills is asking if you can come.” He refolded the paper. “That’s it.”

      “Damn,” said Freeman.

      “If you need some time…”

      Freeman met the foreman’s hard stare and tried to read his expression. “I’ll collect my things.”

      Less than an hour later, Heecher stood beside his boss, Mal Hanson, and watched Freeman ride away.

      “You think he’ll come back?”

      “I don’t know, boss. I hope so.” He looked down at Hanson, a short man who always wore a suit two sizes too big.

      “I hope so too. He is one of our best.”

      “He’s the best, boss. But we’ll just have to wait and see.”

      Hanson grunted. The tiny puffs of dust thrown up by Freeman’s horse were diminishing. He could not, no matter how hard he tried, shrug off the feeling that something terrible was going to happen.
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      Hahmood made a deposit of fifteen hundred dollars, which took the teller quite some time to count. Dixon, the bank manager in Temple Rose, came out of his office, smiling as usual. As soon as he set eyes upon Hahmood, the smile froze on his lips as if his mouth suffered from rictus. “Why, Mr Hahmood,” he said in a voice that did not betray the horror he felt inside. “How lovely to see you again.” He stepped behind the teller and peered over his shoulder. “My, another deposit.”

      “Is it enough?” asked Hahmood, puffing up his chest, expecting the answer he didn’t want to hear.

      “That’s…” He chewed his bottom lip for a moment. “I’m afraid not quite, Mr Hahmood. You still have some way to go before your deposit is sizeable enough for us to grant you a loan for the balance. But…” He held up his hand, “a few more deposits of this amount and you will be well on the way. Have you visited the plots I arranged for you to view, Mr Hahmood?”

      “Not yet. I’ve been a little…busy.”

      “Ah, yes, of course. Well, if you have any free time, perhaps I can arrange for Antony, my assistant, to accompany you, give you a better idea of how much you will need to raise.”

      Hahmood grunted. “Tomorrow morning at nine,” he said. He leaned across to sign the deposit acknowledgement slip the teller pushed towards him. Without another word or sign, he went out.

      He did not hear the loud and long sigh emanating from Dixon’s mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Temple Rose was a small frontier town. Its main street was narrow, several false-fronted buildings straddling either side. It was a fairly anonymous town and that was why Hahmood had chosen it to house his money. He doubted many bank robbers even knew of its existence. The absence of a sheriff’s office also made this place particularly attractive.

      The saloon, as with most of the buildings, was small. Its dusty interior was basic, a few circular tables surrounded by wicker-backed chairs and a low, L-shaped bar in the corner. There was no piano or any other form of entertainment in evidence. Hahmood preferred it this way. Quiet, intimate, no threat from rowdy, drunken customers. On this day, there were two elderly men in the far corner playing cards and another, solitary man dressed in black, quietly smoking a cigar and reading a newspaper. Hahmood gave him little mind but noted the tied-down gun at his left hip.
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