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The Home of Great Western
Fiction!


 


They came from the
East—well-heeled city men with money in their wallets and greed and
hate in their hearts.

Texas was their destination—in
particular the cattle country of the Rio Hondo, which they thought
to take over
with the aid of their hired gunmen.

But when they chose the Rio
Hondo country, they chose wrong, for this Rio Hondo country meant
an outfit called the OD Connected, and that meant a man called
Dusty Fog.
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Publisher’s Note:

As with other books in this
series, the author uses characters’ native dialect to bring that
person to life. Whether they speak French, Irish, American English or English
itself, he uses vernacular language to impart this.

Therefore when Scottish
characters use
words such as “richt” instead of “right”; “laird” for “lord”;
“oopstairs” for “upstairs”; “haim” for “home”; “ain” for “own”;
“gude sores” for “good sirs” and “wha” for who” plus many other
phrases, please bear in mind that these are not spelling/OCR
mistakes.


Chapter One

I Need a Man

 


‘You’re loco,
Boss!’

The words came in a startled
croak from the tall tanned man’s lips as he stood behind Basil
Drinkwater and stared at the pointer’s tip as it touched the map of Texas set
up on an easel.

‘Why’s that, Bill?’ asked
Drinkwater, studying the man.

‘That’s the Rio Hondo
country,’ Bill Acre replied as if he need say no more.

‘I’m aware of that. It’s ideal
for our purposes. One of the more easterly and better civilized cattle
counties. Just over the county line here, at back of the town of
Diggers Wells, I have bought the ranch which is being used as a
holiday resort for rich easterners who want the thrills if not the
rigors of western life. We’ve our own men there, and in Diggers
Wells we even have our own town marshal. I can move into the ranch
as a visitor and command things without anybody knowing my
interests in the business.’

For a long moment Acre studied his boss
without speaking.

Somehow the
big man did
not seem to fit into the atmosphere of rich, well-organized
elegance of the room in which he found himself. He stood
bareheaded, his black Stetson hat resting on a table by the door.
The face had a leathery tan which certainly did not find its origin
anywhere in the great city of New York which sprawled out beyond
the walls of Drinkwater’s town house. He wore a leather coat of
range style and, from the way it was fastened, the string tie
around his neck was not a usual item of dress in his life. Nor were
his high-heeled boots, showing from under the Levi’s trousers,
suited to city life and wear. In everything Bill Acre gave off an
aura of the range country, the vast, untrammeled and untamed west
beyond the Mississippi River.

‘It’s just not worth
the trying,
Boss,’ he finally said.

A smile played on Drinkwater’s lips at the
repeated use of the respectful ‘Boss’ from a man so much taller,
stronger and more able in practical matters than he himself would
ever be. It gave him, a small man, a sense of power and Basil
Drinkwater was painfully aware of his lack of inches. In height he
stood on more than five foot six and had a slim build which the
elegant fashions of New York tended to emphasize rather than hide.
He wore his clothes well for all that and he was handsome enough
even without the added attraction of being known as a rich and
powerful man in the business world of the United States’ largest
city.

‘You really believe it, don’t
you, Bill?’ he asked, fingers playing with his watch chain as
he spoke.

‘I know it, Boss,’ replied Acre,
holding out his big left hand so he could tick off points on the
fingers. ‘First off there’s Hondo Fog, he’s county sheriff, town
marshal and about every other damned thing, and hell on wheels
where law enforcement’s concerned. Mannen Blaze’s the local judge
and a ringy old goat who can still handle a ten gauge scatter when
there’s need for it, which same there isn’t much in the Rio Hondo
County. They’ve kept the county free of crime for years between
them. Then there’s the Blaze boys out at the Double B. Buck and
Pete are bad enough but young Red’s a terror, and they’ve seven men
who would rather fight than eat. The O.D. Connected runs seventeen
hands full time, counting Ole Devil’s floating outfit. All ringy
cusses who can handle their end in any man’s fight. Then happen Ole
Devil opens his mouth and hollers he’ll have nigh on half of Texas
guarding his front porch and the rest riding circle around the
house. Wes Hardin’s his nephew, you’ve heard tell of
him?’

‘He’s a criminal, isn’t he?’
Drinkwater replied. ‘A murderer.’

‘He’s wanted for killing, but
he’s no criminal. Shot down a nigger as was set to use a razor on
him. That was right after the war and there wasn’t no crime so bad
thought of by the Yankees as killing a nigger, no matter what that same
nigger aimed to do to a man.’

‘They seem to have you
scared, Bill,’ said Drinkwater, looking at the other man in frank
curiosity.

Certainly Acre had proved his
courage when Drinkwater first began to work on his scheme for a vast cattle
empire in the Texas range country. He led the men who successfully
drove off the owners of two ranches up Uvalde way and perfected a
technique which worked very well. Until this evening Drinkwater had
never seen the burly westerner show any sign of fear, or worry
about starting to take over a new area.

‘Sure they’ve got me scared,
Boss,’ Acre stated flatly. ‘Those other places we took were like
babes in arms compared with the O.D. Connected, even without
counting Ole Devil’s floating outfit.’

‘And who, or what, might Ole
Devil’s floating outfit be?’

Acre, a man not given to freely showing
emotions, looked surprised that a man so knowing in most matters
should have failed to hear of Ole Devil’s floating outfit.

‘It’s who, not what,
Boss,’ he
explained. ‘It’s four hell-twisters Ole Devil lets handle any
trouble that comes his way, or to his friends. There’s Mark
Counter, and he’s stronger than any three men you can name. One of
the best rough-house brawlers in the west when he’s pushed into it.
Only he’s not just brawn, he’s smart and he’s real fast with his
guns. Then there’s the Ysabel Kid. They don’t come no tougher, nor
meaner in a fight, than the Kid. He’s part Comanche, claims to be
the kin to ole Chief Long Walker and I wouldn’t want to be the man
who called him a liar. The Kid’s real good with that ole Dragoon
Colt he totes, and don’t you let nobody tell you no man’s good with
the old Dragoon. The Kid is, but he’s better with his bowie knife
and there’s few who can touch him with a rifle. Down on the Rio
Grande they say that when you see the Kid make a hit with his rifle
it’s plumb ordinary, but happen you see him miss his mark, you done
seen a miracle, and I’m not doubting them any. The Kid’s bad
medicine. He can move through thick brush quieter’n a buck Apache
and follow sign like no other man I know. The other one’s a boy
called Waco. It’s his only name, but he handles his guns like to
beat most folks with a whole flow of words to their names. One time
he rode for Clay Allison, did Waco, and the man, or boy, don’t live
who rode for Allison without being a regular snake with his guns.
That boy alone, he’d take some moving happen he dug his heels
in.’

‘You only mentioned three names,
doesn’t the other matter among all that torrent of talent?’

‘That depends, Boss,’ replied
Acre dryly. ‘He was a Confederate Army captain at seventeen, one of the best
cavalry leaders in the war, on either side. Since then he’s been
Ole Devil’s segundo at the O.D. Connected, a trail boss with the
best of them. He was the man who tamed Quiet Town
i when she rode wild and woolly just
after the war. Comes to a point he’s just about the fastest man
alive.’

Acre paused as if he thought he’d said all
that need be said and Drinkwater must know who he meant.

‘And who might this wonder-man
be?’ asked Drinkwater, with the lofty disdain of a big city man
dealing with a country dweller.

‘You mean you’ve never
heard tell of Dusty Fog?’

The smile left Drinkwater’s
face. He looked at Acre, trying to decide if the big
man was joking. Yet
never had Acre appeared more serious. Drinkwater stopped toying
with his watch chain. Of course he had heard of Dusty Fog,
ex-Captain of the Texas Light Cavalry and, as Acre said, one of the
most outstanding cavalry officers produced by the Civil
War.

‘I’ve heard of
him.’

‘I tell you, Boss. I’ll
stack up
against ordinary cowhands or hired guns. But I’m sure not locking
horns with Cap’n Fog and his amigos. And, happen you’ve got the good sense I credit
you with, you’ll steer clear of them too, Boss. I can name you
maybe a dozen places we could get in Texas with nowheres near the
trouble we’ll get if we tie into the Rio Hondo country.’

‘And would they compare with the
Rio Hondo country for good grazing land, and a clear right to the
title?’ asked Drinkwater.

‘Maybe not, Boss. But they’d be
a damned sight easier to handle.’

With a thrust like a
duelist driving
home his rapier Drinkwater shot the tip of the pointer once more
into the center of Rio Hondo County.

‘Look here!’ he snapped.
‘This part of the
Texas range is fine grazing land. It is held on a clear title by a
clan, by three families for their services to Texas during the wars
with Mexico and after. Their strength lies in their unity and I
plan to destroy that unity, set them at each other’s throats, then
move in and take the pickings, just as we did in Uvalde. Uvalde was
the testing ground, Bill, the training ground where we learned the
technique. Now we know how to do it and we can go after the plum
prize. The Rio Hondo country. I need your help, Bill.’

‘I’m sorry, Boss,’ Acre replied,
shaking his head. ‘Any other place I’d go for. But not Rio Hondo
County. It’s just not worth the risk.’

Drinkwater shrugged his shoulders. ‘Very
well, Bill, I go on my own.’

‘Does that mean we’re
finished,
Boss?’

‘No. Go back to Uvalde and run
things until you see that I’ve the situation in hand. Then you can come
down and take over.’

‘I can make the westbound
if I go now,’ Acre replied, glancing at the clock.

‘Very well. Do you need
any expenses?’

‘Got all I need, thanks,
Boss.’

With that Acre walked towards
the door, took up his hat and set it right on his head. Just before
he left the room, the big man turned to Drinkwater and made a last
try at preventing what he knew to be a grave mistake.

‘Don’t do it, Boss,’ he
said.

He turned and left the room.
Now it all depended on Drinkwater, he mused as he walked towards the main
doors of the building. He had given his warning and he could do no
more. Drinkwater was right about one thing, the way the Hardin, Fog
and Blaze families came by their land. It had been given to them
for their part in the fight to free Texas from Mexican rule. They
did not receive the land for sitting on their butt-ends and
talking, but for fighting, guts and hard, cold courage.

Acre was walking along the
drive towards the gates when a fine looking coach pulled in. A beautiful face
peered at him in passing and he nodded a greeting but did not
return to speak with the guests. He hoped that they might talk
sense into his boss.

‘Mr. and Miss Defluer to
see you, sir.’

Drinkwater turned as his butler
entered the
room. He walked forward to greet his guests with a smile of welcome
on his face. Nor was the welcome feigned, one put on for clients,
for Drinkwater genuinely liked Aristes Defluer and felt more than a
liking for the man’s daughter.

The girl who
entered the
room on her father’s arm was beautiful. Her raven black hair, cared
for at the hands of a master in tonsorial art, framed a face as
near perfection as a man could ask for. Her figure appeared
faultless and the green dress under her evening cloak showed it to
full effect. Paulette Defluer not only looked beautiful but had
been trained to do all the things a lady of her class needed to
know. She could keep a conversation going even if she did not
understand it, using the words yes and no to great effect. She
could act as hostess at a dinner party, organize a house party,
rode side-saddle very well, discuss art, music or the theatre with
the air of one who knows what it is about.

Her chief charm in Drinkwater’s
eyes was that she, while an inch taller than himself, contrived to make him
feel he stood much taller than her.

Having removed her cloak,
Paulette swept forward, offering a cheek for him to kiss. To match
her dress the jewelry she wore had an emerald motif, worn with just
the correct amount of splendor to remain good taste. The green of
the dress set off the smooth white of her arms and bosom, and
filled Drinkwater with yearning.

Aristes Defluer was a big,
heavily built man, inclined to be pompous and a trifle overbearing. In
a lesser person this might have been regarded as a serious social
failing, but Defluer carried it off with the air of a man who had
the power to make or break a business with a word or pen stroke. On
Wall Street Defluer’s name spelt power and wealth. He was always on
the lookout for other ways in which to increase his fortune and
there were few shrewder operators on the stock exchange than
Drinkwater’s visitor. Defluer’s clothes were cut to the height of
fashion and he appeared as much at home in the room as Acre had
looked out of place.

‘I just saw Mr. Acre,’
Paulette said, disengaging herself from Drinkwater’s arms and
moving back with a smile. ‘He looked positively grumpy.’

Due to the arrival in
New York of several
members of the British aristocracy all Paulette’s social set had
adopted English words and sayings. Paulette was ever in the
forefront of any new social development as she showed in her way of
speaking.

‘He’s worried that we might
have trouble
during our vacation in Texas,’ replied Drinkwater.

Delight showed in
Paulette’s
eyes. ‘You mean you have persuaded Papa to forget his old business
and take me on vacation. That’s absolutely ripping.’

‘I think I might have,’ smiled
Drinkwater, for he knew Defluer’s weakness. The man could refuse his
daughter nothing.

‘When do we leave?’ she asked.

‘On Monday. Travel west to
Chicago, then down to Texas on one of the branch lines. From there
by stage to Diggers Wells.’

‘On Monday?’ she almost
shrieked. ‘That’s impossible. I haven’t a thing to wear.’

‘I’m sure you’ve something,’
Drinkwater
replied. ‘Some little thing. You know how it is with businessmen,
dear. If we stay any longer there’s a chance either your father or
I might become involved in some deal which will take weeks to clear
and so lose our chance of getting away.’

Drinkwater showed his considerable knowledge
of human nature in that the argument he used would be the one most
likely to win Paulette over. The girl wanted to see his ranch in
Texas very much, so much she would be willing to select from her
considerable wardrobe to make the journey instead of having an
entirely new outfit tailored, which would take time and might cost
her the trip.

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I’ll do
as you say. Of course there won’t be any of our set there so it won’t
really matter.’

‘Where would
you like to
go tonight?’ he asked.

‘How about Harry Miller’s
cafe?’ Paulette replied.

The two men exchanged startled
glances and Drinkwater asked, ‘Where did you hear about
Miller’s
place?’

‘All the girls have been talking
about it. They’re positively gloating because I haven’t been
there.’

‘Then Miller’s it is,’
Drinkwater chuckled. ‘Now pop off and do what you ladies do before
going out. I want to talk with your father.’

Paulette could take a hint and
left the room. The two men faced each other and
Drinkwater
poured out a couple of drinks.

‘Acre doesn’t think too
highly of our plans,’ he told the financier.

‘Your
plans, Basil. I’m
in no way committed as yet. I don’t like it, if Acre has turned you
down.’

‘You haven’t had the experience
I have with these westerners,’ Drinkwater pointed out. ‘They hear a
story, embroider on it, pass it around, until a commonplace killer
becomes regarded as something like an avenging angel and more
deadly than bubonic plague. Acre’s brave enough, but he’s also
intelligent enough to have just enough imagination to believe in
fairy tales.’

‘You’re asking me to throw in a
large sum,’ answered Defluer. ‘More than I can afford with the
current
state of the market.’

‘One of the Rio Hondo men is
Captain Dusty Fog.’

‘C-Captain Dusty Fog?’ croaked
Defluer, allowing his glass to fall unheeded to the floor. ‘You
mean...’

‘I mean the man who killed
your son during the war.’

All too well Drinkwater
knew the story of
Aristes Defluer junior. In the War Between The States the young
man, Defluer’s only son, had insisted on joining the Union Army.
With his father’s backing he became a captain in the volunteer
regiment without such formalities as West Point training, rising
from lowly second lieutenant and learning his military duties on
the way up.

The volunteer regiment armed
themselves with lances, weapons which looked remarkably efficient
and war-like—on a parade ground—and were ideal for tent-pegging,
skewering pieces of wood buried into the ground and picked up in
passing, from the back of a horse. The officers became adept at
this pastime for they were rich young bloods who had the benefit of
learning to ride almost as soon as they could walk. The enlisted
men did not have this advantage for few had ever ridden horses
before joining. They were still learning to ride when the regiment
went into action—they were also the only members of the regiment
armed with lances in combat, the officers carrying sabers and Colt
1860 Army revolvers.

Under such circumstances there
could only be one result. In their first meeting with well-organized and
trained Southern cavalry they were routed and broken. Among the
dead left on the battlefield was one Captain Aristes Defluer—he had
been shot in the back.

After the war ended Defluer
senior called in the aid of the newly formed Pinkerton Detective Agency to
discover how his son came to die. The Lancer Volunteers had
disbanded after their one battle, its records were lost and the
members scattered. At last the agent in charge of the investigation
located and produced a man who not only fought in the battle, but
retained a surprising memory of details about the fight. He swore
it was the battalion commanded by Captain Dusty Fog which fell on
them treacherously from the rear and he had actually seen the rebel
leader put a bullet into young Aristes’ back. His description was
vivid, telling how the huge, bearded, uncouth southerner on a huge
white stallion charged down on them and pistoled Artistes from
behind, roaring with laughter as he did so.

From this graphic
description,
the validity of which neither Defluer nor the Pinkerton man
troubled to check, the financier formed a picture of a man, black
bearded, savage looking and taking sadistic pleasure in butchering
Union troops, especially his only son. The feeling never left
Defluer, the hate was always with him, more so when alone in his
office and he looked across at the empty desk where his son should
have sat on his return from the war. His hatred for Captain Dustine
Edward Marsden Fog grew, although he never tried to exact
revenge.

Drinkwater knew of
this hate.
No man could be a friend of Defluer for more than three days
without hearing the story of how Aristes Defluer junior came to
die. He hoped this hate might be the lever which would throw
Defluer’s lot in with his own for the forthcoming operation showed
signs of being costly.

‘What are your plans?’
Defluer asked.

‘First we go down to the ranch,
so you can see I haven’t misrepresented any of the facts. We still
stay there until the New Year. Your absence from town
on vacation
at such a time should help steady the market.’

Defluer sat back in his chair
for a moment and gave the matter some thought. His presence in the
city was always noted, especially in times of crisis. If he left on
vacation it might have the effect of calming down the restive spirits or the
nervous ones among the speculators. Nobody would expect him to
leave town unless all was well.

‘We’ll do it,’ he finally
said.

At that moment his daughter
returned and business was forgotten in the preparation
for the
visit to Harry Miller’s saloon. They took Drinkwater’s comfortable
coach to make the journey.

In the coach Drinkwater said
little, but he was thinking of cattle and money. Since the war the
western lands had developed the cattle industry into one of
the great
money-gatherers in the country. Fortunes were being made in Texas
from the beef cattle which grazed on thousands of square miles of
open range. The money found its way into the hands of southerners,
men who fought against the Union in the Civil War. Drinkwater was
no blind patriot, he harbored dreams of trying to stop the south
becoming powerful enough to re-raise the Stars and Bars. He had
established his fortune while other men rode to glory and fame of
war and might have become richer had the south held on longer. Now
he saw a chance to cut in on the money-making cattle industry and
he intended to make the most of his chance.

It would not be easy. Acre’s
attitude proved that. Acre, bold, reckless and, in Drinkwater’s
eastern eyes, fast with his gun, yet he would not face the men of the Rio
Hondo country.

One answer would be to hire
eastern toughs, men from Brooklyn, the Bronx or Chicago’s Badlands.
They would be fighting men and unafraid of Texas reputations. Yet
they would not know cowhand ways. What he needed was a man who knew
cowhands, a man from the west who was unafraid of the Rio Hondo’s
families.

‘I need a man!’

Drinkwater gave a guilty
start, realizing that he had spoken aloud for the last few words.
Paulette, at his side, was staring at him with puzzled
eyes.

‘You want a what, dear?’ she asked.

‘I’m sorry, Paulette. I
was thinking aloud. It’s a bad fault. And I’ve been neglecting you.
Look that’s Harry Miller’s place down there.’

‘Is it Amazon tonight?’
she asked.

‘No, you’ve no need to
worry.
Miller’s place is as well run as Delmonico’s.’

Paulette’s lips pouted a little. She was
disappointed that she would not see the entertainment known as
Amazon Night, for all her friends had witnessed it and she hated to
feel left out of anything.


Chapter Two

Johnny Raybold in the City

 


All in all, Johnny Raybold
found New York to be something of a disappointment after his
anticipation of the visit. The tall young Texan, one time scout for
the Wedge trail drive crew, had been in the big city for
three days
and found little that any of the trail end towns could not offer.
There were crowds, more people than Johnny could ever remember
seeing together at one time, there was bustle and noise. But he
found none of the friendly atmosphere of the west.

Not that Johnny was a naive country yokel
in the big city. He had a shrewd idea that his companion, the
pretty Josie Kilroy, was less interested in him than in his well
filled wallet. He accepted that. It was just one of the risks a man
took in life, happen he rode on trail drives for a living. So
Johnny aimed to have a good time and make the most of Josie’s
company as he’d done with calico cats in a dozen towns, they being
the only female company a cowhand on the trail was likely to meet.
Josie was pretty enough, not too obviously what she was, she
laughed, talked and had fun. More than that, she steered him from
the rather dead place in which they met and brought him to Harry
Miller’s garish establishment.

‘You’ve never seen anything like
it, Johnny,’ she promised as they entered the downstairs bar-room.

It seemed Josie was not unused
to entering such places. She led the way to the bar instead of a
table. The girl was pretty, her red hair taken up in a pile on top
of the head, her face just painted enough to make her attractive. She stood
around five four at most and had a rich, full, plump figure. Yet he
had felt the strength in her arms, the hard muscles under the
smooth skin. These came as no surprise to him, girls of Josie’s
kind often had to work hard and developed strength beyond that of
their more leisurely and fortunate sisters. She walked with a
light-footed, graceful step which showed there was little flabby
fat on her plump body and the mauve dress she wore fitted tight
enough to show the firm curves under it.

She looked like the sort of
girl Johnny
would go for at the end of a long drive, pleasant and good company.
Yet she appeared to have picked him out soon after he entered Duke
Daniel’s place further down-town, leaving the group of men who had
been sitting with her on his arrival.

‘I like tall men,’ she had told him when
joining him at the bar.

Well, Johnny was tall. He stood
just over six foot and had wide shoulders, a lean waist and a body
bursting with muscular health and vitality. His low
crowned,
wide brimmed Stetson had sat Texas style on a thatch of fiery red
hair. His face was tanned, handsome, showed intelligence and
strength of will. It would have taken something a whole heap more
powerful than the polite conventions of the east to make Johnny
Raybold wear a closed collar or a tie. His shirt neck stayed open,
the tight rolled blue bandana hung long ends down over this leather
jacket which was fastened for a very good reason. His Levi’s
trousers hung cowhand style outside his high-heeled, fancy stitched
boots. Taken all in all, Johnny could be nothing but what he was. A
Texas cowhand on a spree.

‘What’ll it be, honey?’ he
asked.

‘Wine,’ she replied in a
half-hearted way.

From the way Josie now acted,
and from practical experience, Johnny got the idea the girl was waiting for
something, or somebody. Her eyes repeatedly flickered up to the bar
mirror to study the scene behind her. Johnny grinned. This could be
a badger game he had let himself in for. In that case when her
protector arrived Josie would suggest they went to her room. Once
they were settled down an enraged ‘husband’ would burst in
demanding money or satisfaction for the defection of Josie. If this
was the old badger game Johnny allowed to make the badger wish he
had stayed in bed. Johnny was something of a catch-dog where human
badgers were concerned, and he, in the Texas term, was fully
dressed at this moment.

However, caution cost nothing.
So Johnny also watched the mirror. He saw four of the men who had
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