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Emmett Bodie and his gang of
cutthroats hit the Cripple Creek to Aspen Falls train just as hard
as they could. They took $60,000 from the Wells Fargo car and left
a trail of dead men behind them. But when Clay Nash finally tracked
the gang down, all but $10,000 of the money had apparently vanished
into thin air.

From then on, finding the
missing money became an obsession with Clay – one that quickly put
him at odds with his boss, Jim Hume, and put his career as Wells
Fargo’s top detective in jeopardy. Finally, when Bodie escaped
Clay’s custody during an attempt to escape from a lynch mob, Clay
became a man nobody could rely on … and nobody wanted
around!
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One – Loot!

 


As the Cripple Creek-Aspen Falls train wound
its slow way up the mountainside, there was no warning about the
disaster that was waiting beyond the crest.

The stack spewed sparks and heavy black
clouds of smoke across the face of the range, gradually dissipating
in the high mountain wind. The wheels screeched on the polished
rails, sparks pouring out on the steep sections as if jetting from
a grinding wheel, until the engineer in the cab stomped on the sand
pedal and traction was gained. The tender was almost empty of water
and the tank would have to be filled at the tower on top of the
mountain. Wood was getting low but there was enough to see the
train down to Cripple Creek. The locomotive, one of the legendary
Whitcombe, Pardoe and Murrel engines, hauled two passenger cars,
seven freight wagons and a green-painted Wells Fargo express van
ahead of the swaying caboose in which the guard tried to doze.

It was an easy run from Aspen Falls to
Cripple Creek, the mining community tucked away in the mountains.
This was where the gold was, and it was payday.

Once a month the mining company
shipped its payroll in the Wells Fargo van which was guarded by the
express company’s men as well as by the sheriff of Cripple Creek,
Wyatt Baines, who always made it a point to ride the train and see
the payroll safely to the mining company’s office. After that his
responsibility ended and he could go back to keeping the peace in
the town.

As the train labored up the grade Baines
settled himself more comfortably on the hard seat in the passenger
car directly ahead of the express van. He tilted his hat down over
his eyes and began to dream of the spread he would ultimately
retire to, where he would find peace and quiet after the violent
nights and days spent trying to protect Cripple Creek and its
citizens when the miners cut loose. It would be hell tonight after
the payroll money was distributed, he thought. Which was why he
wanted to get as much sleep as possible before the train rolled
into town. After he stepped onto the railroad depot platform he
would most likely be up all night patrolling the streets and making
arrests.

His head fell lightly against the window
pane as he began to doze.

Which made him a perfect target
for the man who had roped himself to the trunk of the big pine only
a short distance from the track, rifle at his shoulder. The man had
been braced firmly for half an hour and was comfortable, but there
was no haste in him as he drew a bead on the sheriff’s head where
it pressed against the glass. Men with dangerous jobs
shouldn’t
follow set routines, the rifleman thought. The way it was, a man
could predict what Wyatt Baines was going to do next. Like choosing
the same seat on every payroll run up from Aspen and picking the
same stretch of track to have his nap, and resting his head against
the same window. Habit can be fatal.

The man in the tree gently
squeezed the trigger and the big-bore Winchester bucked and roared,
the sound drowning the smashing of glass as the bullet shattered
Wyatt Baines’ skull.

Passengers in the car went
white with horror or fainted dead away as in the case of two
gray-haired spinsters when the lawman’s almost headless corpse
spilled into the aisle. A big man in a flowered vest reached for
the emergency cord and yanked hard.

The masked men waiting behind rocks and
among trees near the tracks had been counting on this happening.
They had had an alternative plan, naturally, in case people had
been too stunned to think about stopping the train, but the outlaw
leader, Emmett Bodie, had guessed accurately about the reactions of
the passengers.

The locomotive, its wheels locking, slid
along the rails, showering sparks, and the boiler and pipes
trembled as the engineer cut the throttle and the fireman wound the
brake wheel frantically. Stressed joints spurted tendrils of white
steam and oil oozed from con rods thrown violently into reverse.
Couplings clashed and rode hard against safety locking pins. The
passengers were thrown forward, falling into the aisles or over the
backs of seats.

In the express van the two guards were
thrown violently to the floor. One man was slammed against the
front wall of the car.

By the time either of them
staggered to the windows, Bodie and his masked men were coming out
of cover and climbing aboard the train, guns at the ready. One of
the Wells Fargo guards cursed, wiped blood away from his eyes and
smashed his shotgun butt against the glass covering the bars of the
window in the express van. Before he could pull trigger, however,
an outlaw clambering up the ladder attached to the side of the van
swung in against the green painted timber and thrust his Colt
barrel into the man’s face, beneath the right eye, and pulled the
trigger. The guard was blown back into the van. The killer grinned
as his bandanna mask caught on a splinter and was pulled clear of
his face.

“Nothin’ like a corpse to make them guards think twice about
puttin’ up a fight, eh, Emmett?” he said to the big man in the torn
slicker who’d climbed onto the roof of the express van above
him.

Emmett Bodie cursed and the
six-gun in his hand bucked as he fired it into the middle of the
outlaw’s face. The surprised killer was knocked violently to the
cinders at the side of the track. Another masked man climbed onto
the roof and looked sharply at Bodie.

“I
told you hombres not to use names!” the outlaw-leader growled
behind his mask. The other nodded, then crawled to one of the roof
vents. He took out two bottles from the sack he held. Bodie walked
across and kicked at the metal cowling until it came
loose.

The other man ducked back to
avoid the shotgun blast that was expected, and Bodie went to the
next vent and kicked it away in the same manner. Another shotgun
sent buckshot into the sky from the interior of the van. Bodie
holstered his Colt, unslung the two bottles tied to his belt and,
nodding to the other man, hurled the first bottle down the vent. He
heard it shatter and then came the startled curses of the Wells
Fargo guards in the van as he threw down the second bottle. The
other outlaw disposed of his bottles in the same way.

“Judas
Priest!” one of the guards cried out, his voice sounding distorted
through the vent funnel. “Coal oil!”

Bodie looked towards the
locomotive cab where there was a flurry of movement and the thunder
of guns. He saw the fireman’s coveraled body hurtle onto the
cracked-rock bed beside the track. A moment later the engineer’s
body went down. Both men had bloody patches on their chests. The
fireman moved an arm and moaned. A masked man leaned down from the
cab and pumped another shot into him.

From the passenger cars came the screams of
hysterical women and the curses of outraged men as they were
bundled into one car and crowded together.

On the van roof, Bodie took out
a handful of matches and tossed a dozen or so down the air vent.
“Next one comes down burnin’,” he called out.

A shotgun thundered and Bodie almost lost
his balance as he felt the roof beneath his feet shudder. He
swore.

“Stupid bastard’s tryin’ to shoot up through the roof, but
he must’ve forgot it’s lined with sheet steel.”

“Do we
pump a couple shots down?” asked the other man. Bodie shook his
head and then lifted the bandanna from over his mouth. “You Wells
Fargo hombres down there! You’re sittin’ on more’n a gallon of coal
oil. If we start droppin’ burnin’ matches in, you’ll be cooked like
pigs at a barbecue.”

“Along
with the payroll,” called up one of the guards.

Bodie scowled behind his mask.
“Won’t do you no good, mister. Wait’ll you smell yourself
cookin’!”

There was silence. Bodie winked
one of his cold green eyes above the mask at his companion. He knew
by the way the crinkle deepened around the man’s eyes that he was
smiling.

“What
do you want us to do?” croaked the guard.

“Open
’er up! Toss out your guns! All your guns—and then your boots and pants. Then both
of you can come out, one of you ridin’ the other
piggy-back.”

“You’re loco!”

“You
got only three seconds, mister, and I’m fast at
countin’.”

“I’m comin’!” a second voice
almost screamed. “I don’t want to get cooked! Gimme a minute and
I’ll have the door open and you can see me toss out my
guns!”

“We’re
both comin’!” the other man said. “You got us
cold-decked!”

“We
surely have,” Bodie agreed with a short laugh. “Now hurry it
up!”

The guards were beside the
train within thirty seconds, one with gray hair straddling the
broad back of a big young man who watched the outlaws with bugging
eyes as they ransacked the express car.

The caboose guard was sprawled
on the floor in his small cubbyhole, blood matting his gray hair.
The locomotive panted hollowly and steam hissed. Passengers were
herded out and one of the masked men went down the line, holding a
gunnysack into which they dropped their money and valuables. He
thanked each man and woman courteously. An outlaw followed a step
behind, his sawn-off shotgun moving from passenger to
passenger.

Inside the engine two outlaws
removed wheels and levers, just in case someone amongst the
passengers knew how to drive the loco. Then they emptied the
tender’s water tank to douse the fire. Choking in the reeking
smoke, they jumped down, their eyes streaming, and signaled to
Bodie that their part of the job had been completed. The outlaw
leader turned to the young Wells Fargo guard who still had the
older on his shoulders. He slowly lifted the bottom of his
bandanna, looked squarely into the guard’s eyes and spat into his
face.

The man gasped and staggered back, spilling
the older man violently to the ground. The train robbers laughed.
Bodie casually kicked the older man in the side, sending him
writhing and gagging for breath. He waved his Colt muzzle under the
nose of the younger guard as the man wiped spittle from his
face.

“That’s my message to Jim Hume,” Bodie said. “Tell him it’s
what I think of him and his top gun, Clay Nash, plus all of
goddamned Wells Fargo! He’ll know who the message is
from!”

Then he kicked the man savagely in the
shins. As the guard hopped about, tears of pain in his eyes, Bodie
strode away to the trees where a man rode out, leading a group of
saddle horses.

The outlaws mounted up. Bodie
sent a final raking glare over the silent passengers, gave the old
cavalry “Let’s roll!” signal with his arm, and the outlaws galloped
off to be swallowed by the heavy timber.

 


Big Clay Nash walked out of the Wells Fargo
depot in Cripple Creek, pocket watch in hand as he squinted down
the rutted main street towards the mountain trail where the
railroad tracks gleamed in the afternoon sun.

A harassed looking man in shirt sleeves and
a flapping checked vest hurried after him. A brass railroad badge
winked on his shirt.

“The
train is never this late, Mr. Nash, not when it’s totin’ a
payroll,” the railroad detective said. “The train crew knows the
miners’ll be waitin’. Wouldn’t be the first time they beat up on a
train engineer they figured kept ’em waitin’ ...”

Nash, nearly a head taller than
the railroad man, glanced again at his silver watch, which was
engraved “For Services Rendered from Grateful Wells Fargo,” and
then snapped the cover back into place and slid the watch into his
pocket. He was lean for his height but muscles rippled under the
normal range clothing he wore and showed in his corded neck and the
wolfish lines of the face. He dropped a hand to the butt of the
Colt holstered low on his right thigh, fingers idly tapping the
smooth-worn cedar, gray eyes watching for the train.

“You
did right, Mr. Poole, contacting Aspen Falls,” he said. “If the
train left on time, there seems no reason why it shouldn’t be on
schedule all the way, and that means it should have pulled into the
depot by now. Sheriff Baines was on it, you say?”

“Rides
it as regular as clockwork, every payroll. Sees the money loaded on
and helps you Wells Fargo fellers escort it out to the
mine.”

Nash nodded. “Sheriff Baines
takes his job seriously, which is a change for lawmen out this way.
Did he have any deputies with him?”

“No,
sir. Wyatt Baines didn’t like the deputies he had so he fired ’em.
Seems he figured they were on the take. Gunned one feller down,
tossed another in a cell and then put him up for trial. His own
brother was his deputy and he fired him. He liked to do things
himself and do ’em proper.”

Nash nodded. “My job was to see
that the payroll reached the mine after the train brought it in, so
I figured to be working with Baines. I reckon he’d approve if I
formed a posse now to go see what the delay—”

Nash broke off and stiffened, eyes squinted
against the sun glare, a hand going to his hat brim as he stepped
to the porch rail, looking up at the mountain where the ordinary
trail paralleled the railroad tracks.

A horseman rode down that trail
now, coming hell-for-leather.

Nash turned to the railroad
man. “Mr. Poole, see what you can do about getting some men
together, will you? I got a feeling we’re gonna be riding into the
mountains within a half hour.”

Clay Nash was right. The horseman was the
younger express van guard. He spilled out of the saddle outside the
Wells Fargo depot, breathless. People ran up the street, attracted
by his reckless riding.

“What
happened?” Nash barked.

The man clung to a hitch rail
and tried to catch his breath. “Hold-up,” he croaked. “Other side
of the water tower. The sheriff, the fireman and engineer and Harry
Oates, the third guard—all dead.”

“Judas
Priest!” a big man in the crowd exclaimed, his dark eyes raking the
dusty face of the rider. “You say the sheriff’s dead?”

“Head
damn near blown off his shoulders by a sniper up a tree near the
track,” the young guard said.

The big man swore under his
breath. “I’m Parker Baines,” he explained. “The sheriff is my
brother.”

Nash looked at the man, raking
in his wide shoulders, rocky features and low-slung gun. This must
be the deputy who’d been fired by his own brother. Certainly looked
tough enough to handle the job.

“How
many bandits, Lonnie?” Nash asked the guard.

“Dunno
for sure. Seven, eight.”

“How’d
they get into the express car?” Nash demanded.

“They threw bottles of coal oil
down the roof vents and threatened to drop lighted matches down
unless we opened up.”

Parker
Baines’
thick lips curled. “So you just let ’em take the
payroll?”

Lonnie flushed. “Hell, they’d
already killed Oates! We were drenched in coal oil! I’d like to see
you try to bluff it out!”

“I’d’ve damn well figured somethin’ out.”

“Forget it,” Nash snapped. “Arguing is a waste of time. We
need a posse and we need it now.” He turned to the Wells Fargo
agent who had just come out of the office building. “Burt, how much
was in the express box?”

The agent looked sick. “Sixty
thousand. They did a lot of shift work up at the mine this
month.”

Nash frowned. “Big payroll.
What is it normally?”

“Anything from thirty to forty
thousand, but since the new gold strike they put on extra men. And,
like I
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