
  
    [image: Trail Chase]
  


  
    
      TRAIL CHASE

      A THRILLER NOVEL

    

    
      
        DEAN WESLEY SMITH

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WMG Publishing, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. A Great Loss

      

      
        2. Moving Forward

      

      
        3. Independence

      

      
        4. Luke’s Condition

      

      
        5. Finding Friends

      

      
        6. Building a Gang

      

      
        7. Getting Help

      

      
        8. The Search Begins

      

      
        9. A Plan

      

      
        10. Headed West Again

      

      
        11. A Real Hunt

      

      
        12. A Big Storm

      

      
        13. Alone Again

      

      
        14. Benson Shows Up

      

      
        15. A New Team Member

      

      
        16. They Make Hard Progress

      

      
        17. Death Comes to the West

      

      
        18. The Unthinkable

      

      
        19. Back Together

      

      
        20. On a Killer’s Trail

      

      
        21. One More Plan

      

      
        22. Headed Toward Danger

      

      
        23. Knowing What’s Ahead

      

      
        24. Starting Across Hell

      

      
        25. Into the Desert

      

      
        26. One Down

      

      
        27. More Trouble Ahead

      

      
        28. Tough Decision

      

      
        29. An Attempt

      

      
        30. The River

      

      
        31. Back into the Desert

      

      
        32. The Plan

      

      
        33. Back on the Chase

      

      
        34. The Search Goes On

      

      
        35. The Plan

      

      
        36. Now What?

      

      
        37. Trying to Get the Mine Back

      

      
        38. A Second Attempt

      

      
        39. Doing the Right Thing

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      TRAIL CHASE

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            A GREAT LOSS

          

        

      

    

    
      THE FIRST SHOT ripped into nineteen-year-old Jimmy Gray’s saddle with a sickening thud, barely missing his right leg.

      The sound of the shot echoed over the rolling Missouri hills and died into the clear, sunny afternoon air. His horse reared and threatened to bolt even though the shot had not gone through the thick leather, but Jimmy fought it back into control, spinning around completely on the ridgeline covered by prairie grass.

      A second shot knocked Jimmy’s brother, Luke, off his horse.

      Jimmy dove for the ground and cover as a third shot narrowly missed him, the sound of the bullet whistling past his ear.

      He lay on the ground, face pressed into the soft dirt and grass, trying to breathe. His heart was racing. He had never been so scared in all his life.

      He had never been shot at before. He read about such things in dime novels and in the newspapers, but reading about it and having it happen to you were two very different things.

      Jimmy and his family were two days ride from Independence, Missouri. He and his brother had just come over the ridge two hundred paces above their family’s wagon. Five men had been down there near the back of the wagon, off their horses, from what Jimmy could tell in the quick glimpse before the shooting had started

      He hadn’t seen his parents.

      That scared him even more than being shot at. He just hoped they weren’t hurt.

      And was Luke hurt? He had to find out.

      He had to move.

      Jimmy couldn’t believe this was even happening. All Jimmy had wanted to see was buffalo. Since his teacher a year ago back in Boston, in his last year of high school, had told him stories of the great buffalo hunts, Jimmy had been focused on little else. The big beasts had become an obsession, his mother had said. His father had only laughed and promised that Jimmy would see his share of buffalo by the time they reached the Wyoming Territory.

      His older brother, Luke, had told him as they rode out of camp that the buffalo were no longer in Missouri in 1866, at least not this part of it. They had all been killed or driven hundreds of miles away from the wagon trail, but Jimmy didn’t care. He still had his mind set on seeing a buffalo and proving Luke wrong. For all he knew, there could be an entire herd just over the next ridge.

      After riding fast away from the well-worn wagon road for a half-mile or so, they had scared up rabbits. Luke, who was twenty, had the family rifle. He had become a great shot and had managed to get three rabbits with only five shots. Jimmy was an expert shot as well. Once Luke even had admitted he was better than Luke, a real natural with a gun.

      Jimmy had helped Luke skin the rabbits and then they had headed back. Luke had been sick since leaving St. Louis and was riding slowly. Jimmy could tell that both of his parents were worried about Luke making the long trip across the country, but Jimmy’ father had a job offer at a bank in San Francisco, and had bought a gold mining claim in the mountains near Sacramento, so the family was set on making the trip and starting a new life in the west.

      It had been such a perfect, spring day.

      Until the shots.

      What had happened?

      Jimmy scrambled on all fours through the grass, his head low, until he finally managed to reach his brother.

      Luke was pushing himself up slightly on his elbows and blood was streaming from his leg. “Get the rifle off my saddle,” he said through gritted teeth. “Quick!”

      Jimmy glanced around.

      Luke’s horse had only gone about twenty paces back from the top of the ridge and then stopped. Keeping his head down, Jimmy ran for the horse, grabbed the rifle from the saddle and brought it back.

      There were no more shots at him coming from their wagon, but off his horse, Jimmy couldn’t see the trail over the edge of the rise, which meant the men doing the shooting couldn’t see him.

      Luke had torn off the bottom of his shirt and wrapped it around his leg, but it didn’t look to Jimmy as if the bleeding had slowed much.

      Luke grabbed the rifle from Jimmy, cocked it to make sure it was loaded, then staying low, hopped the few steps to the top of the ridge, dragging his bad leg behind him.

      Jimmy stayed beside him, and at the top of the ridge they both lay down in the grass and crawled the last few feet so they could see the trail below.

      Jimmy was shocked at what faced them. He wanted to jump and run, but somehow stayed beside Luke.

      Two men on horseback were riding up the hill toward them, guns drawn. Three other men were pulling things from the wagon and scattering them on the ground. Jimmy had no idea where his parents were.

      He and Luke were going to die, Jimmy was sure of that.

      This was just like all the bad stories he had heard about the western frontier coming true right now.

      His stomach was so twisted up, he could hardly breathe.

      “Keep your head down,” Luke whispered.

      Then, taking a deep breath, Luke pulled down on the men like he was shooting rabbits. The shot exploded in Jimmy’s ear, since he was so close to Luke.

      The lead man went over backwards off his horse like a trick rider Jimmy had seen at the Circus last year in Boston.

      The other man’s horse reared up, and by the time he could get turned around, Luke fired again.

      He must have missed. The second man took off back down the hill toward the wagon. The man that Luke had shot pushed himself to his feet, holding his stomach, and then half-ran, half-staggered back down the hill.

      The three men below had their guns out and were firing up at Luke and Jimmy.

      “Keep your head down,” Luke ordered again. Then he fired back at the men around the wagon. Jimmy watched one of Luke’s shots splinter wood off the wagon bed right beside one man.

      Luke shot again and another of the men danced as the bullet kicked up dirt and mud right at his feet.

      Luke didn’t hit any of the men, but his next shot, and the one after, sent them scrambling for their horses.

      Jimmy recognized one of the men.

      Jake Benson, the man his father had hired to guide them from St. Louis to Independence.

      The three men quickly mounted up and joined the fourth. He had picked up the wounded man and was riding at full speed down the trail toward Independence. The horse of the man Luke had shot grazed on the side of the hill. Clearly, they didn’t have the stomach for a fight in the open for a horse with Luke having the rifle and the upper ground and all they had were pistols.

      Jimmy watched them go, their dust kicking up small clouds behind them.

      It seemed to take an eternity for them to vanish over the distant rise.

      When would they be back? The question made Jimmy shudder.

      The wagon still sat where Jimmy and Luke had left it when they had left to go hunting. It was sitting just off to one side of the muddy tracks of the wagon road, with their two secondary horses grazing while still in harness. But the lunch fire was smoldering instead of burning, and a lot of their personal things had been tossed out into the dirt and dried mud.

      After all the shooting, the silence of the wide-open prairie was broken only by the light breeze through the grass.

      Tomb-like silent.

      Luke sat up, checked his wound, then pushed himself to his feet.

      “Get our horses,” he said to Jimmy.

      Jimmy turned and ran for their two horses, the fear of what might have happened to his parents twisting at his stomach like a bad belly-ache. He grabbed Luke’s horse, then mounted up on his own, the hole where the bullet had embedded in the leather of his saddle a clear reminder of just how close he had come to getting shot.

      By the time he got back to his brother, Luke’s face looked white, and it was clear that he was in a lot of pain.

      “Let’s find Mother and Father,” Luke said, reaching for his horse’s reins.

      Jimmy made sure Luke could get back on his horse, then started down the hill ahead of his older brother, working to keep his hands from shaking and his stomach under control while trying to look in a thousand directions at the same time for Benson and his men. They would be back. He had no doubt.

      The wind whistled lightly in his ears under his hat, the warm afternoon sun glared in his eyes. He forced himself to take shallow breaths as the ride seemed to stretch into an eternity.

      It wasn’t until he had moved almost halfway down the hill that he saw what he had feared the most. His mother and father were lying in the mud near the rear wheels of the wagon. Neither seemed to be moving.

      Jimmy dismounted ten running steps from the wagon before the horse had even stopped.

      An instant later he was on his knees beside his father.

      He was dead.

      His blood had made a muddy pool, his eyes were staring up, unseeing at the blue sky and light white clouds. He had been shot at least twice.

      Jimmy stared at the man who had always been there for him. His father couldn’t be dead. He was too strong, too powerful a man to die.

      An instant later, Luke was on the ground beside their mother.

      Jimmy watched as Luke rolled her over. The front of her pretty blue dress was coated in mud and her own blood.

      She had been shot in the back.

      As Luke rolled her over, she blinked, then opened her eyes.

      She was alive!

      For a moment, it was clear she wasn’t aware of where she was, but as Jimmy moved closer, she looked up at Luke.

      “Mother?” Luke said, his voice shaking.

      Jimmy touched her arm, trying to give her some comfort as well. He had no idea what they could do.

      “Benson,” she whispered. “Hide from him.”

      “He’s not here,” Luke said. “We chased him and his men off.”

      She nodded, seemingly satisfied with that. She coughed, blood coming out of the corner of her mouth. She looked up at Jimmy and smiled, then back at Luke. “Take care of each other.”

      Jimmy watched as she closed her eyes and her body relaxed.

      All the life seemed to leave her.

      “Mother!” Luke shouted, his voice swallowed by the vast wilderness around them.

      Their mother was dead.

      They were alone.
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      JIMMY HAD NO idea how long he had sat beside the wagon road alternating between staring at his parents’ bodies and watching the trail and hills for Benson to come back.

      Maybe minutes.

      Maybe hours.

      He didn’t know. But finally, the cold afternoon wind made him realize he and Luke had to move.

      Luke had crawled a few feet from the bodies and just lay on his back, the rifle at his side. Jimmy couldn’t tell if he had passed out, or was just staring up into the sky. The shirt tied around his leg was bright red with blood.

      Jimmy found a sheet one of the men had tossed out of the wagon. He ripped out bandage-length strips, then found a bottle of his father’s best whisky and, with a quick check for Benson and his men, moved over to his brother.

      Luke didn’t protest as Jimmy unwrapped the bloody shirt, tore open his pants a little near the wound and checked how bad it was. The bleeding had mostly stopped and the bullet had gone all the way through. That was lucky, but Jimmy still had to get Luke to a doctor and soon.

      He poured some whiskey on the wound, as he had seen his father do when Jimmy’s mother had cut her hand.

      Luke winced, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t even open his eyes. Then Jimmy wrapped the wound in the clean strips from the sheet.

      “We have to get you fixed up,” Jimmy said, his voice breaking the silence of the vast plain.

      The wind seemed to pull his words away over the swaying grassland almost as he spoke them.

      Luke didn’t move.

      Jimmy pushed himself to his feet and then, without looking at his parents’ bodies, he climbed into the back of their wagon and pulled out two of his mother’s favorite blankets, then got the two shovels his father had bought in St. Louis and went back out into the sun and breeze. He tossed one shovel onto the ground beside Luke. Then he covered his father with a blanket, then his mother.

      “Luke, I’m going to start digging some graves up on the top of the rise. I should be able to see if Benson and his men are doubling back from up there. Rest as long as you need to.”

      Luke shook his head. “We stay together.”

      Luke took a deep breath and pushed himself to his feet, using the shovel to balance on one leg. The sickness he had been fighting since they left Boston had really made him weak, and now getting shot had made him much worse. Even though Jimmy was the youngest, he was going to have to be the strongest until Luke got better.

      Together, with Jimmy keeping guard and carrying the rifle, they slowly moved up the hill through the grass, Luke using one shovel as a crutch.

      At the top, at a place that seemed to overlook the vast plains, they started to dig through the thick sod and into the wet, damp ground.

      It would be a good final resting place for their parents.

      Jimmy had no idea how long they had been digging, but every few minutes he kept watch, and finally, he saw something. Three wagons were moving toward them slowly but steadily, coming from St. Louis.

      “We have company,” Jimmy said. “Wagons. Not Benson.”

      He felt a little relieved. As his father had always said, there was safety in numbers out west. Benson and his men might still attack them, but with other wagons close by, it wasn’t likely.

      Luke stopped and leaned on his shovel. He was breathing hard and sweating far more than he should have. Bright red blood spotted the bandages on his leg.

      “They’ll go around,” Luke said, and went back to digging.

      Jimmy watched his brother for a moment. They had not made that much headway on the two graves, and Jimmy doubted Luke was going to be able to keep going much longer. If they were going to do this right, and give their parents a proper resting place, and be safe from Benson, they were going to need help.

      “I’m going to see if they’ll lend a hand,” Jimmy said. “You rest.”

      “I don’t need rest,” Luke said.

      “I don’t plan on burying you as well,” Jimmy said, turning back to glare at his brother. Then with his sternest voice, he said, “Now rest and I’ll go talk to these people.”

      Luke stared at Jimmy for a moment, then nodded and dropped to the ground. A moment later he was lying on his back, his eyes closed, the family rifle in one hand.

      In all his life, Jimmy had never felt so alone.

      His parents dead, his older brother injured and sick. He was in charge.

      How could he be in charge of anything? He was only nineteen.

      He first gathered up the killer’s horse, then the two horses that he and Luke had been riding. Luckily, they hadn’t gone far and were just grazing near the trail. He tied them to the wagon, constantly keeping watch for Benson and his men.

      Then he started down the wagon trail, walking beside the deepest ruts toward the oncoming wagons. The three wagons were spaced a good distance apart, and all seemed to be what was called a “small wagon” with square canvas tops, similar to the one his parents had purchased.

      A man about his father’s age was driving the first rig, moving a team of four oxen gently forward. A woman and two younger children were walking along to one side of the wagon, and a fifth oxen and a horse were tied to the back. The other two wagons also seemed to have families, but they were far enough back that Jimmy couldn’t tell for sure.

      “What can I do for you, mister?” the man said, stopping his wagon with the lead oxen about twenty paces from Jimmy.

      Jimmy stopped as well. He didn’t want to seem threatening in any way.

      The woman moved up beside her husband and stared at Jimmy, holding her two younger children behind her skirt.

      “We were robbed and my parents were killed, sir.” Jimmy made himself go on after that sentence. “By the man we hired to guide us to Independence. My brother and I were out hunting. My brother’s also been shot and is not very strong, since he’s recovering from being sick. If you might stop for a short time, we could sure use the help in burying our parents.”

      “Oh, my,” the woman said before her husband could get out a word.

      “Of course we’ll help,” he said, nodding. “We’ll pull around you and stop.” He turned to his wife. “Go back and tell the other wagons what we are doing.”

      “Thank you,” Jimmy said. “Very much appreciated.” He turned and walked ahead of the wagons back toward the hill. He didn’t allow himself to look at the blankets behind his wagon.

      “They’re going to help,” he said to Luke as he reached the top of the hill, picked up his shovel, and went back to digging. “And with them helping, we’ll be safer for the moment.”

      Luke only sighed and didn’t move.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            INDEPENDENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      IT TOOK TWO days to make the trip into Independence, following the other three wagons as part of their group. Luke had just laid in the bed of the wagon most of the trip, seemingly getting sicker and weaker by the day, even though one of the women from the wagons had nursing training from the war and had cleaned Luke’s wound and got it to stop bleeding.

      Jimmy had driven the team, taken care of the horses each night, and done what little cooking they needed. Luke didn’t eat much, and Jimmy hadn’t felt hungry either. He just felt numb.

      Luckily, his father had spent a few hours teaching him how to handle the wagon and the horses, but he clearly wasn’t that good, and a few simple stream crossings had almost turned disastrous. Henry Basker, the man he had first talked to in the lead wagon, had finally, on what looked like a really nasty downhill crossing, offered to take the wagon across for Jimmy and show him how to do it. Jimmy had never felt so relieved in his life.

      Every mile of the trip, he kept expecting Benson and his men to come charging in and kill them all. Jimmy had told Basker and the other two men about Benson and his men, so all of the men on the wagons rode with their guns at the ready.

      During the first night of camp, with Luke asleep in a tent beside the wagon, Jimmy had dug through what was left of their family’s possessions. Benson had stolen the supply money his father planned to use in Independence and his mother’s family jewelry. And worse yet, Benson had stolen the gold mine deed.

      The entire family had all been excited about that mine when his father first told them about buying the deed. Ever since Jimmy could remember, people had talked about finding gold out west and never having to work again. Now his father had bought them a real gold mine.

      The plan was for his father to work in the bank while Jimmy and Luke worked the mine. Jimmy knew he couldn’t get the money or jewelry back from Benson. Those would be gone before they caught up with him. But Benson would hold onto that deed, not knowing how much it was worth, and Jimmy figured that if he found Benson, he and Luke could get the mine back.

      To make the deed be worth anything, Benson would have to register his ownership of the deed in Sacramento, just as his father had been planning to do. Jimmy and Luke had to make sure they got to Sacramento before Benson, or get the deed back along the way somewhere.

      If Benson didn’t come and kill them first, that is.

      In his search of the wagon that first night, Jimmy was very relieved to find that Benson hadn’t found the false bottom of a family chest his mother had insisted they bring along. In that false bottom, his father had put the money he planned on using to buy them a new home in San Francisco.

      Jimmy had strapped a third of the money in a cloth holder to the small of his back under his shirt, then left part of the rest in the false chest bottom, and some more in a false bottom in the wagon floor.

      By the time they arrived outside of Independence and stopped the wagon with what looked to be thousands of other wagons, it was around noon of the third day since the shooting.

      Jimmy left their wagon camped on a wide plain a mile to the north of Independence next to the Basker wagon, then took Luke into town to find a doctor.

      Luke was so sick, he could barely ride, and Jimmy had to stop three times along the well-traveled road to let Luke rest.

      Independence was far larger than Jimmy had expected, seeming to spread out over two small hills and fill a broad valley. The wide main streets were so crowded, it was hard to even walk a horse up the middle of them. The streets were muddy and smelled of horse manure. The sidewalks were wood and slippery from spring rains and mud tracked up from the street.

      The excitement of being in a new place, a vibrant, alive place like Independence, was shocking. It felt like a large carnival, with lots of noise, loud talking, and construction sounds. Piano music came from the open doors of dozens of saloons, and men fighting in the mud seemed to be common.

      Everyone, no matter what age, seemed to have an intense purpose, and no one noticed the two brothers at all, at least that Jimmy could see.

      Jimmy, on constant alert for Benson, went into town from the side, staying off the main streets, and tied the horses off on a side street near a saloon. With Luke leaning on him, he managed to walk along the wooden sidewalk and get into a doctor’s office beside a general store.

      In town, he felt a lot safer with all the people around him, but he still didn’t want Benson to know he and Luke were here.

      The doctor, a friendly, older man named Davis, stood about as tall as Jimmy’s five-ten, but had a pot belly on him that made him look almost round. He wore glasses and his brown hair was thin and long, combed over to one side.

      Doc Davis took one look at Luke, touched his hot forehead, and had Jimmy help him get Luke in a bed in the back of the office, beside two other sick men and a sick child.

      “What happened?” Doc Davis asked Jimmy after Luke was resting.

      “We were coming with our parents,” Jimmy said. “Ambushed by robbers. Parents are dead.” He was shocked at how that sounded. It still didn’t seem right that they were gone.

      “They shot Luke in the leg before we ran them off.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Doc Davis said, putting his hand gently on Jimmy’s shoulder.

      “Luke and I can get by all right,” Jimmy said, taking a deep breath and squaring his shoulders. He pulled a coin out of his pants pocket to pay the doctor. “Will this be enough to get Luke well?” He gave the doctor the twenty dollar gold piece.

      Doc Davis looked at it, clearly surprised, then nodded and put it in his pocket. “More than enough. We’ll take good care of him, I can promise you that. Do you have a place to stay?”

      “I have the family wagon outside of town,” Jimmy said. “I’ll be staying there.”

      Doc Davis brushed his thinning hair to one side of his head. “If you need anything, you just come to me. Understand? And I’ll let you know more tomorrow on how Luke is doing.”

      Jimmy nodded. “Thanks, Doctor. I’ll be back tomorrow.”
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