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Prologue

LINK FLETCHER SAT on the porch of the Big F ranch house and let his mind tick back through time, reliving the Oregon Trail crossing from Independence to his home here in Beaver Dam Valley. Despite the fact that he was nearing seventy years of age, Link retained clear memories of that two-thousand-mile haul across untamed country.

That a town had been established in the valley at all, was due solely to the dedication of a great many people. Beth, the girl he had bought out of bondage and married and who had given him a son; Jamie Drake, a wanted man who had become his friend only to be outlawed at trail’s end; Preacher Tonkin, forced to kill his fellow man when his whole mind screamed for it to be otherwise; Doc Dinnock, a horse doctor who’d adapted to the needs of a primitive land so well there was no human misery he could not allay …

Link stared in the direction of Beaver Dam … a large town now but still growing. His son, Clay, had helped maintain law and order by pinning on a badge, and Link felt justly proud. Even when Clay had married an Indian girl, Lima, Link had accepted the inevitable prejudices …

When Clay’s son, Drew, had seen fit to make his own life away from the valley, Link had understood. Drew would outlive his wild ways and turn his back on his gunfighting days and return to the place he loved. There could be nothing else for it, because Drew was a Fletcher and he could never turn his back on that …







Chapter One–Day of Decision

SHERIFF CLAY FLETCHER sat behind his desk in Beaver Dam’s jailhouse, when chimes from the wall clock told him five o’clock had arrived.

With a loud sigh and a shake of his head, he casually rose and reached for his hat.

“You goin’ after them Beale boys, Sheriff?” Curly Dukes asked, one of Beaver Dam’s two most consistent cell occupants.

“They’re leavin’ me no choice, Curly,” Clay replied with a shrug. “Told ’em to be gone by five. Would’ve been easier if they’d done as I told ’em.”

“That Amos don’t like bein’ told anything, Clay,” old Curly offered. “And Jed and Brad follow him like a bad smell. Do everythin’ Amos says. Ol’ Amos’ got a mind like Sam’s flop-eared mule … stubborn’s all get out. You be careful now, Clay, you hear?”

“I hear you, Curly. Where is Wheezin’ Sam anyway? I’ve never thrown just one of you in a cell for the night without the other.”

“Don’t know where he got to. Daisy’s tied up same place as always but I’d be durned if I could find Sam. Not like him to go off anyplace without me along. Whyn’t you have a look for him while you’re searchin’ for them Beales?”

“I’ll do that, Curly. Can’t have Sam lyin’ about our streets givin’ the town a bad reputation, can we?”

Clay left his office the back way and stood for a moment in the yard, listening to the noises of the town, letting his eyes get accustomed to the fading light.

Everything appeared normal; from the racket from the Red Garter and Silver Dollar Saloons, the whooping from drunken cowpokes, coarse laughter and the pounding of boots on boardwalks.

Clay pulled his hat down firmly on his head, then slowly worked his gun up and down in its holster. He hoped he wouldn’t have to use the gun, but knew that was unlikely.

He moved out of the yard into a dusty alley that led to a back street. He looked up the narrow thoroughfare to Scott’s Feed and Grain. The Beale boys would be waiting for him there.

Keeping to the shadows, Clay cautiously approached the barn, hoping to get close enough to talk Amos out of any gunplay. The one thing he couldn’t afford to do was show himself to be over-authoritative. Amos Beale’s fuse was too short for that. And when Amos exploded, there was nothing on earth that could stop his brothers from exploding right along with him. Then as surely as rivers ran downhill, blood would flow.

Clay wiped his hands down his shirt front and moved in under a giant elm that threw its shadow over the small building. He stopped there, and listened. No sound came from within the barn and the silence gave him hope that the Beales may have changed their minds, deciding to let well enough alone. Hell, all he’d done was stop them from pistol-whipping a hot-headed cowpoke, and then bundle the three of them into a cell for a few hours to cool off. It wasn’t enough to cause a full-scale shoot-out.

“Amos.”

There was no response to his call.

“Amos,” Clay repeated. “It doesn’t have to come to this, Amos.” When still no reply came, Clay made his way to the barn’s front door, hand resting on his gun-butt. The creak of the door’s rusty hinges as Clay pushed it open, was drowned out by the shattering boom of a gunshot from within the barn’s confined walls.

Clay shouldered the door wide and threw himself headlong, hit the floor and rolled as two more shots narrowly missed him. Then came the blast of a rifle followed by more six-gun blasts. Clay pulled himself under a broken rail and came to his knees behind a solid stanchion. Moonlight coming through the open doorway showed up an empty space some fifteen feet beyond where an upturned buckboard lay on its side. “Damn you, Amos, this is not the way.”

“Ain’t no other, Fletcher. We’ve had enough of you.”

“Let’s talk about it, Amos. We can work something out.”

“Talkin’s over,” came the fierce reply. Then three guns poured a furious barrage of shots and Clay flattened himself on the floor. Cold sweat ran down his brow and anger burned hotly inside him. He waited for the echo of the shots to die then yelled:

“I’ll kill you Beales. You know that. You’re out of your depth.”

“You think thet, Fletcher, keep comin’, ’cause we ain’t budgin’.”

Clay buried his head in a pile of straw as the expected shots followed Amos Beale’s words.

Clay counted them; four, five, six shots. Then he sprang to his feet and made a dive for the buckboard and swung behind it. Even in the poor light, he made out Amos Beale’s hate-filled eyes.

“You ain’t takin’ me, Fletcher,” Amos snarled as a bullet narrowly missed the side of Clay’s face.

Instinctively, Clay fired, and Amos let out a wild howl and crumpled to the floor. Clay’s stare swung to the moving, bent-over figure of Jed coming towards him with rifle blazing. Clay’s shot took Jed squarely in the forehead and a second Beale collapsed in a pool of blood and lay still.

Seeing his brothers shot dead by a lawman’s gun, Brad, the youngest, cursing vilely, charged for the buckboard sending a withering hail of bullets from twin six-guns.

Then, one of Brad’s wild shots plowed into Clay’s forearm. As blood flowed freely down his arm, Clay punched off another well-aimed shot and Brad’s body buckled and fell, shook violently, then lay motionless.

Clay looked down on him through the black powder smoke and a deep pain coursed through him. The pain deepened as he checked out Jed and then Amos. Then he turned away, every nerve end in his body screaming. He walked to the center of the barn floor and holstered his gun. He stood there, eyes closed, letting the terrible, painful tension subside.

“That sure was some show, Sheriff,” a voice from the doorway called, and hard on the words, a man of medium build in black pants, white silk shirt and fur-collared coat showed himself.

Recognizing the intruder as the new owner of the Red Garter, about whom he knew little, Clay composed himself and regarded the man coolly.

“It wasn’t meant to be, Halliday,” he said without any attempt to hide his irritation. “Just damn unfortunate, that’s all.”

“Unfortunate for them,” Halliday returned and was moving past Clay when the lawman’s outflung hand took him by the arm. Halliday’s reaction was merely to regard Clay calmly, as a crooked smile came to his fat lips.

“This is none of your business, Halliday,” Clay told him. “Best stay out of here and let me decide what to do with ’em.”

Halliday’s smile broadened and he looked past Clay to the lifeless bodies scattered around the upturned buckboard. “Shouldn’t take much figuring, even for you, Sheriff,” Halliday said, as he knocked Clay’s arm away. “What you usually do with dead men, is bury ’em.”

Clay’s stare hardened. “I can do without your smart advice, mister. Now back off.”

Halliday pulled his coat tighter about his rotund body and smiled easily again. “Hey now, Sheriff, ease off a little, will you? You made enough ruckus to bring the whole town stampeding up here, asking a heap of questions. It so happens that I was witness to it all, so who better could supply ’em with all the answers?” His beady eyes sparkled with satisfaction as he went on.

“You’ll want to know what those answers will be, won’t you?”

Before Clay could reply, a babble of arguing voices drifted up from the street, and Clay turned to see three men standing together, arms locked, blocking the way of the growing crowd.

“There can be two kinds of answers, Fletcher, one backing your obvious claim that you had to kill them in self-defense, or that they didn’t have a chance, ’cause you just stormed in here hungry for blood when they didn’t get outta town like you ordered.”

A deep frown came to Clay’s weathered brow, “What the hell’s that supposed to mean, Halliday? You lookin’ to make trouble?”

Halliday shook his head. “Trouble?” he asked. “Who me? Hell, no, I think we’ve had enough of that for one night. Three men have been killed here. But since you ask, I repeat what I said before, I saw the whole thing. I just doubt that my story and yours might not tally up. It’ll be up to the town who they’ll believe.”

Clay brought his clenched hands to the buckle of his gunbelt and he glared furiously. “And just what damn story will you be tellin’ ’em, mister?”

Halliday pursed his lips and shrugged his fat shoulders. “That, Sheriff Fletcher, depends entirely on yourself. I’ve been meaning to have a talk with you for a few weeks now, but what with one thing and another, I’ve been sort of busy and couldn’t spare the time. You can understand that, can’t you, me a new arrival in your nice little town, with lots of ambitions and plans for expansion.”

Clay had the urge to reach out and shake the man till his teeth chattered. But he refrained, suddenly wary as the man appeared so smug and confident. Instead, he said, “I’ve noticed you haven’t wasted much time settling in, Halliday. In fact, I figure you’ve been going a mite too fast and should maybe go easy.”

Halliday put his head back and laughed, making it all the harder for Clay to maintain control. But when Clay took his hand from his gunbelt, Halliday’s manner changed. He poked a fat finger at Clay’s muscular chest and said sharply, “It’s you who should go easy, Fletcher.”

Anger flared in Clay’s eyes, but Halliday ignored it and went on hurriedly:

“And while we’re at it, you can take it as fact that you’re goin’ to do what I say from now on. Those men out there holding back the mob are my men. And I’ve got more to back them up, plenty more.”

Clay’s control snapped and he grabbed Halliday by the collar and hurled him against the stanchion, then closed in to hammer the man to the ground. But Halliday backed away and snarled:

“You want your pa shot down, your wife too, Fletcher?”

Clay stopped abruptly, blood draining from his face.

“You bastard!” he said. “You think you can threaten me like that and get away with it?”

“I’ll get away with it, Fletcher, you can bet your life on it. I’ve made plans for this town and nobody can stop me. You as much as lay a hand on me again and your whole existence will blow up in your face.”

Clay was momentarily stunned by the man’s insolence as much as by his threats. This was Fletcher country, whipped into shape by his father, made prosperous and kept that way by hard work, courage and absolute dedication. Clay himself, since putting on the sheriff’s badge, had kept it a law-abiding community, risking his own life many times. It was a town no other could equal, a town people felt proud to call home. He’d be damned if scum like Halliday aimed to take it from them. “Halliday,” Clay said with raw menace in his voice, “I’m going to tell you something just once, and I don’t want you to ever forget it.”

“Save your voice, Fletcher. You think I was just sounding off? To hell I was. I can have your father and wife killed and I will have them killed if you don’t do as I say. And there’s nothing you can do about it. Your father’s an old man and your wife’s just a squaw. They’re both easy prey. You Fletchers think you’re above everybody else in this town and I guess you’ve got a lot of folks fooled. So, do exactly as I say or so help me, I’ll prove to everybody that you’ve been living a lie.”

Clay felt his anger rise to fever pitch. Never had he wanted to maul a man so much as he did now. Never had he felt such outrage. Somehow he kept his voice quiet and controlled when he said, “Halliday, if I were you, I’d get out of this town as quickly as I could and take your scum gunhands with you. You don’t frighten me and neither do they. You toe the line or I’ll take pure delight in throwin’ you out by the seat of your fancy-pressed trousers.”

Halliday eased his way along the wall, keeping Clay in his sight, and at a good distance, and he didn’t speak until he’d reached the door of the barn and made a gesture with his right hand to his men in the alley.

Clay began to close on him, his hand going to his gunbutt as Halliday’s conceited smile returned.

“If I’m hurt in any way, Fletcher, my boys will go into action, and believe me this whole town will regret the day. The very moment I’m harmed, my riders will start out for the Big F and your father. After him, there’ll be your wife and if I’m not around to keep them in check, I guess they’ll just keep on killing until this town gets down on its knees and begs for mercy.”

He backed up a step as three shapes materialized in the open doorway. Clay looked at the three gunhands, then back at Halliday, who went on:

“To prove my point, Fletcher, tomorrow at sundown, a man from this town will be found dead with a bullet through his forehead.” Halliday lifted a finger and touched his brow just above the bridge of his nose. “Right here. That’ll be your warning.”

Clay felt a chill run down his spine. He shifted his weight from one leg to the other, and flexed his fingers. He had to stop this now. But as his gun hand moved, a hammer clicked, and the three men came out of the shadows to show themselves clearly. Clay was not frightened for himself. He had faced too many hardcases like these in his time and won out. But the heart-stopping thought struck him that if he fought and died here, there would be nobody to stop Halliday carrying out his threats. And he had to be stopped. He needed time to do that.

He said, clearly, “We’ve had our last talk, Halliday.”

Lee Halliday shrugged lightly and then sighed wearily. “We’ll see, Fletcher, we’ll see. Whoever dies tomorrow, his blood will be on your hands.”

 


Chapter Two–Waiting

“WHAT IS IT, Clay?”

Luna Fletcher spoke from behind her husband, her slender hands gently massaging his temples.

Clay put his right hand around hers, and held it firmly. He had no answer for her and he could not remember any time in their married life when this had been so. From the moment he’d taken the slim, doe-eyed Indian girl as his wife, he’d shared with her every thought, every feeling. He’d kept nothing hidden. He turned and smiled tiredly at her. “Just a hard day, darling.’’

“I heard about the killing, Clay. One of your father’s hands came by on his way home. He said those Beale men were brutes and deserved killing. Don’t you think you did right?’’

Clay rested his head on her slim waist and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think anymore about the Beales. They’d called the tune and he’d made them answer for doing so. That was the beginning and end of it.

“I did right,’’ he muttered. “It was my duty. If I hadn’t, I’d have no right in wearing this badge.’’

Relief showed in Luna’s dark, soft eyes and she kissed him tenderly on the forehead and smiled warmly. “I will ask you no more then. It is not for me to question you, just to love you and respect you for the man you are.’’

Clay stood up and took her face in his hands, marveling as he so often did at her flawless features. She was past forty now, yet her aging processes had seemed to neglect her. Clay, on the other hand, was forty-six years of age, and felt as old as the town itself.

“I’ll be all right,’’ he said as he kissed her gently. Releasing her, he closed his eyes again, shutting out the splendid picture she made.

He had to think of Halliday. He couldn’t let the man’s threats get out of hand. Halliday had said his father and Luna were open prey. Clay, at first, had treated this assumption with disdain. His father was the man who had tamed this wilderness. After two thousand miles of hardship and privation, Indian attacks, floods, deserts and snowfalls, Link Fletcher had finally arrived in this valley and set up a town. He’d staked his claim to good pasture and worked it into a flourishing empire. Clay donned a sheriff’s badge and had dedicated his life to keeping law and order in the now bustling and progressive town. Together, they had made Beaver Dam Valley what it was today.

Open prey? Clay asked himself the question again and was forced to answer in the affirmative. He had to admit it was true. Link Fletcher was a proud man, and self-reliant. Even closing on seventy years of age, Link was still a father-image to the whole community, its very backbone. He had never asked of any man what he could not
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