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Three lbs. roasted coffee
beans,

Twelve home-made corn
dodgers,

Four lbs. of plain
flour,

Beef jerky, Beans
…

Adam Steele was doing the
shopping. The girl, blonde and bright, checked off the rest of his
list and started packing it all away in a gunny sack. The old man,
her grandfather, looked proudly down at her as he rummaged around
on a high shelf at the back of the little general store. Then
brought out the special offer that might tempt the stranger who’d
just ridden into the small town of Barclay, Texas.

One 9mm Belgian Lefaucheux
revolver, finely engraved … His sales pitch was
interrupted.

Three new customers. Who
burst in and weren’t about to wait their turn to be served. Who
weren’t armed with shopping lists but with guns. Who wanted not
provisions but money and didn’t aim to pay but to kill.

Three masked men who didn’t
know that Steele was not a man to interrupt when he was going about
his domestic chores.
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Chapter One

 


THE
BLUE-EYED,
ash-blonde girl of about twenty-two or three whose name was Jane
Quinn added a sack of coffee beans to the heap of other supplies on
the counter of the grocery store and brightened her smile when she
said:

‘If your horse is gettin’ shod
here in Barclay it’ll be Chuck Naylor who’s doin’ it. And you can
be sure of gettin’ fine workmanship, stranger. It’s a fact that
Chuck’s the best blacksmith within a hundred miles of town; and
maybe even further than that. Who knows?’

‘Right enough, who knows,’ Amos
Quinn agreed, smiling with the same brand of happiness as his
granddaughter. ‘Sure is true about him being the best for a hundred
miles all around, though. On account of there ain’t nobody else in
that line of work between here and there.’

The tall and thin, gray-haired and almost
toothless near seventy-year-old man slapped his thigh and threw
back his head to vent a gust of laughter. It was good-natured
laughter and infectious enough to broaden the quiet smile that Adam
Steele had used to respond to the cheerful friendliness of the
girl, who now joined him in looking toward the doorway at the far
end of the counter where the old man had emerged. And trilled with
laughter herself. Then the more familiar easy smile was back on her
pretty, lightly freckled face as she returned her gaze to the
Virginian to explain:

‘I got to admit to havin’ a
bias, stranger. On account of Chuck and me are gonna be married.
Pretty soon now, if our plans all work out.’

‘He told me,’ Steele answered,
not failing to see the light of yearning glinting in back of her
happiness as the girl spoke of marriage. ‘When I said I’d come up
the street to the store for supplies while he was shoeing my horse. He
said I should be sure to get the best-looking girl in the state of
Texas to take care of my order. Told me her name was Jane Quinn and
she was his fiancée. Also told me to look out for her grandfather
Amos who’d have his thumb on the scale and add his age to the order
total if I didn’t watch him like a hawk.’

Steele kept smiling while he made the
response, switching his gaze regularly between the old-timer and
the young girl, seeing their pleasure expand as they anticipated
the drift of what Naylor would have said about them and then had it
confirmed.

‘Sassy young whipper-snapper,’
Amos Quinn growled with mock indignation. ‘That slander’s gonna
cost him at least a glass of beer next time I see him in the
Lone
Pine.’

The old-timer punctuated this with a gleeful
laugh and Jane countered with more than a modicum of
disapprobation:

‘The more you entice Chuck into
that saloon the longer I have to wait to take my marriage vows, old
man.’ Then she winked at Steele to ensure that he knew there was
just a touch of serious intent in what she had said before she went
on: ‘Now will that be all? If Chuck and the old man are anythin’ to
go by, men are about as good at writin’ out a grocery supplies list
as they are at needlepoint.’

The smile of simple happiness
was again firmly set on her clean-cut, pretty face and her clear
blue eyes once more gazed with an almost disconcerting fervidness
at the Virginian who, not for the first time since he
entered Amos
Quinn’s Grocery and Notions Store, found himself reflecting upon what
degree of ardor this girl displayed when she peered at close
quarters into the face of her fiancé.

‘Drifter like I am has to travel
light and live simply, Ms. Quinn.’

‘But when he ain’t traveling,
I’d say he likes to live high off the hog, stranger?’ the old-timer
posed from the threshold of the living quarters at the rear of the
store. And there was what could well have been an avaricious glint
in his still-smiling eyes as he swept an appraising look over the
Virginian.

The man he saw was certainly on the high
side of forty, but by how many years it was not easy to tell: not
many, though. He was not much over five and a half feet tall and
made no attempt to camouflage his lack of inches with
oversize-heeled boots. He had a lean build and an unforced manner
of carrying himself that suggested at second glance that he was
possessed of considerable physical strength within his compact
frame. And neither was he lacking in strength of character, if Amos
Quinn was as good a judge of such matters as experience had so
often proved him to be. He had fine looks, this deceptively strong
man who spoke softly and slowly in the drawl of a Virginian with a
better than the average education behind him. He had regular
features that at certain times when he smiled in a particular way
hinted that his lean face might well have been nondescript or even
weak looking during younger years. But passing time and exposure to
the harsher sides of life as the future became the past had
burnished and molded and inscribed a distinctive brand of somehow
melancholy handsomeness on the basically unprepossessing
foundation. The eyes were black as coal and as hard looking when he
was checking to see if he could be at ease in his surroundings. His
mouthline was gentle but not all the wrinkles to either side of it
had been etched by smiles and laughter. He looked like he could
bare his very white, evenly matched teeth in a vicious snarl of
high anger if something—or somebody—pushed the needle hard enough
into his usual composure. His element-darkened face was clean
shaven, but he wore his sideburns long: neatly trimmed, though,
like the hair on his head. Just a stray strand here and there was
still dark red, for mostly his hair had turned prematurely
iron-gray.

So, he looked to the practiced
eye of Amos Quinn to be well fed, in good health and a good deal
harder than he might appear at first impression—maybe dangerously
hard. What, in the main, triggered a first impression of the
Virginian as a less than dynamic individual who relished the better
things in life was his mode of dress. For he was a dude and his
outfit, like his accent, was incongruously Eastern in the
unsophisticated Western setting of this Texas grocery. A dark, between blue
and black, suit of expensive cut over a cream-colored vest and a
white shirt. In the open neck of the shirt between the wide lapels
of the jacket, a white cravat. His hat, which he had removed as he
entered the store and saw Jane, was a broad, low-crowned Stetson,
gray with a black band. His low-heeled, spurless riding boots were
black. So were the skin-tight buckskin gloves that encased his
hands.

Even the rifle he had carried into the store
and which now rested against the front of the counter was a
somewhat fancy weapon for this part of the country—a .44 caliber
Colt Hartford sporting rifle with a revolving action with some sort
of inscribed gold plate screwed to the right side of the stock.
Fire had scorched an area of this rosewood stock and there were
less obvious signs that the gun was a great deal older than the
man’s clothing. But the way in which he handled the rifle suggested
he took as much care about it as he did of everything else he
possessed.

‘When the mood takes me and my
finances allow,’ Steele answered as Quinn completed his overt
scrutiny and executed a curt nod of satisfaction, that was quite
obviously a sign he was about to say something his granddaughter
knew she would disapprove of.

‘All right then,’ the girl put
in hurriedly as she swung her gaze from Quinn to Steele and began
to stack the supplies into a neater pile as she named the items.
‘That’s three pounds of roasted coffee beans, a dozen of my
home-made corn dodgers …’ she showed a glint of pride in her
smiling eyes as she mentioned and moved this paper package ‘… four
pounds of flour, beef jerky, beans—’

‘I see you don’t pack no
six-shooter, young feller,’ Amos Quinn cut in.

Jane continued to itemize the stock of
supplies but spoke only to herself after she lost the attention of
the customer.

‘Been few times that I ever did,
Mr. Quinn.’

‘Call me old man, young feller,’
the owner of the well-stocked grocery invited as he came out of the
doorway. ‘Everyone does. Except for them that don’t know me so well
and they call me old man Quinn. The missus, God rest
her soul, was the
last person to call me Amos. You try to get by with just the rifle,
uh?’

In a sheath strapped to the outside of the
Virginian’s right calf was a wooden-handled knife balanced for
throwing. Access to this was through a slit in the seam of his
pants leg, which people who had no cause to know any different
thought due to faulty stitching. People seldom found out about the
concealed knife unless it was drawn and used in a time of trouble.
Likewise kept secret until such a time, was the fact that the
cravat he wore had weights sewn into diagonally opposite corners
which made it an Oriental weapon of strangulation. And, friendly as
the town of Barclay appeared to be—the Quinns and the young man
presently shoeing the black stallion were not exceptional in the
way they treated the stranger—Adam Steele was not lulled into any
false sense of security. For during his life violence had exploded
out of seemingly peaceful circumstances too many times to be
counted, and he had quickly learned not to trust any situation—or
anybody.

‘These days. Carried a revolver
when I had to in the war. Then a little derringer for a time after
the war. But handguns aren’t my style.’

Quinn dry-washed his hands as the light of
cupidity came and went several times in his deep-set, dark eyes
while he drew close to where his granddaughter was starting to pack
all the Virginian’s purchases into a gunnysack. ‘I reckon I got a
piece that is just your style, young feller,’ he countered, and
touched Jane on the shoulder to bring her out of the apparent
reverie in which she had been engaged. Then asked her: ‘Honey, you
mind bringing me down that fancy foreign revolver? The one with all
that fine engraving on it?’

The girl smiled and nodded, put
the final paper-wrapped package in the gunnysack and stooped to
reach beneath the counter. Steele was about to tell her not to
bother, since he had no intention of buying a handgun, but Amos
Quinn spoke first, against the clop of hooves on the street: ‘Made
in Belgium, Europe. In the year of eighteen sixty-nine. So she’s a
pin-fire model. 9mm. Shoots real good, young feller. But it’s the
look of the Lefaucheux—this particular Lefaucheux with all the
fancy engraving on her—that’ll appeal to a man like you, young feller.
Smartest damn thing you ever will have seen in this line, I’ll bet.
That’s it, honey. It’s in that there box.’

While the old man was making his sales
pitch, his granddaughter had taken a set of six-rung stepladders
from beneath the counter, set them up and climbed to the fourth
rung so that she could reach to the top display shelf. At the same
time as the unhurried riders halted their mounts and swung down
from their saddles immediately out front of the store.

‘Mr. Quinn, I really don’t
need—’ Steele started. And broke off and whirled around as the
front door of the store was kicked open with a force that sent it
crashing back against the wall.

Amos Quinn swung his gaze from the inquiring
look on the face of Jane to stare in dread at the doorway, after
the girl on the ladder returned her attention to the box he had
said was the right one. The old man groaned: ‘Oh, no.’

‘Nobody move!’ one of the three
men who had burst into the store ordered. ‘Unless you’re tired of
living!’

All three were dressed in dark colored,
Western style clothing. All with a gun belt slung around their
waists, holsters empty as they waved revolvers from side to side to
cover every part of the small, overcrowded-with-stock grocery. All
tall and slim, loose limbed and agile and youthful looking, but
virtually faceless to the Quinns and the Virginian who could see
just their eyes between the pulled down brims of their Stetsons and
the tops of the kerchief masks they wore.

There was a varying degree of fear in each
pair of eyes, and Steele recognized this as a dangerous emotion in
this situation—so complied with the tacit order of the trio’s
leader who made an emphatic gesture with the gun. The Virginian
side-stepped away from where his Colt Hartford leaned against the
front of the counter. And, as he did so, witnessed once again how
fear could impel a man to commit an impulsive act.

Jane Quinn had remained oddly
detached from what was happening and only now did Steele realize
the reason for this—the same reason she had appeared to be paying
him such a
flattering amount of attention while she had filled his grocery
order. Her disability made plain when she half turned on the
ladder, the familiar bright smile on her pretty face as she held
out the ornately engraved revolver for her grandfather and Steele
to see. And started to say: ‘This is the one you mean,
old—’

‘I told you!’ the leader and
centrally placed man of the trio on the threshold
snarled.

‘No, it’s not loaded!’ Amos
Quinn roared, and flailed his arms.

‘She can’t—’ the masked gunman
on the right yelled.

‘She’s—’ was all the one to the
left managed to utter.

Everyone speaking in unison and thus in
competition. And then all struck dumb by shock as one of the three
waving Colts became rock steady for part of a second before it
exploded a shot and kicked with the recoil.

Steele had vented just a grunt of exertion
as, in the wake of his realization about the girl, he hurled
himself across the counter. Knocked aside the gunnysack but was
able just to make fingertip contact with the stepladder as the shot
was fired. And was staring up at the face of Jane Quinn—saw the
smile become surprise, then alarm, finally horror. Before the
bullet drilled into her throat on an upward trajectory that carried
it through her brain and out of the back of her head. So that she
died instantly, as a great gush of blood flooded from her gaping
mouth and another torrented from the exit wound to obscenely stain
her ash-blonde tresses. And she fell heavily off the steps, to
crack her bloodied head unfeelingly on the countertop before she
crumpled to the floor at the feet of her grandfather.

‘She can’t hear,’ one of the
gunmen repeated and finished.

‘She was deaf as a post,’ the
other one paraphrased what he had started to say before the killing
shot cut him short.

‘Son of a bitch, I didn’t …’ the
killer groaned. Then gulped, whirled and raced out of the grocery,
yelling: ‘Let’s get out of here!’

‘You bastards!’ Amos Quinn
shrieked, enraged grief driving his voice to a high pitch of
shrillness. ‘The lousy rotten piece wasn’t even—’

‘Hold it right there, mister!’
the gunman on the left snarled, and leveled his Colt in a rock steady aim
at Steele as the Virginian made to slide off the countertop where
he had remained in a frozen attitude since he saw the pretty young
girl die.

‘You, too, old man!’ the other
gunman still in the store warned; and this halted Quinn’s move to
reach across the counter in the general direction of where he knew
the Colt Hartford was leaning.

‘Ready, you guys!’ the killer
yelled, and both Steele and Quinn glanced out through the open
doorway to where the man was astride his horse, and was leaning
down to aim his revolver into the store.

Then the two men gripping unfired Colts
backed out of the grocery. And the killer continued to keep his
revolver pointed through the doorway as his partners swung up
astride their saddles.

‘Soon as they ride, duck out of
sight,’ Steele rasped at Quinn.

‘Old don’t mean helpless!’ the
gaunt—and now wan-faced owner of the grocery countered. ‘And she
was my flesh and blood.’

There had been a furor of
shouting out on the street in the wake of the single gunshot. Which
had been curtailed as the killer ran from the store. But now it
restarted, more raucous than before, to counterpoint the thud of
hooves as the three horses were galloped away from the hitching
rail at the front of Amos Quinn’s Grocery and Notions
Store. Two
all-black animals and one—that ridden by the girl’s killer—black
with a perfectly circular patch of stark white on each rump.
Clearly seen through the swirling dust by both the grocery owner as
he sought to snatch up the Colt Hartford and the Virginian who got
his gloved hands on the rifle first.

‘I said—’ the dungaree clad,
moist-eyed, trembling old-timer started as he unfolded from
reaching across the countertop.

‘And I reckon,’ the
impassive-faced Steele cut in as he straightened up and began to
turn away from the counter, ‘that you’re used to having what you
say fall on deaf ears.’

 



Chapter Two

 


A FAT WOMAN and a thin man, each holding the
hand of a red-headed little boy of about five, were suddenly
standing in the doorway of the store. Their backs were toward the
interior of the place, but each head was screwed around so they
could peer in at Amos Quinn and Adam Steele. The child was giggling
with high excitement while the adults expressed ashen-faced
shock.

‘They stick you up, old
man?’

‘Land sakes, what a thing to
happen right here in Barclay!’

‘Get outta the goddam way of the
man!’ Quinn bellowed, frantically flailing his arms like he was
trying to physically sweep the trio off the threshold, clear of the
line of fire. ‘Jane’s dead and we—’

‘Oh, my God!’ the woman shrieked
and tried to go to the left.

‘Jane Quinn’s been shot and
killed!’ the man roared. ‘One of ’em’s still in the old man’s
place!’

He attempted to get clear of the doorway to
the right. But both kept a firm grip on the hands of the child, who
abruptly vented a shrill cry of pain as he was simultaneously
jerked in opposite directions. And the boy’s screaming, the yelling
of the fat woman and the thin man and the other raised voices from
further away served to mask the diminishing sound of galloping
hooves as the three hold-up men made their escape. But they were
still in view above the auburn-haired head of the pained child and
between the shoulders of the flanking adults as Amos Quinn
urged:

‘Man that totes a fancy rifle
like that oughta be able to—’

Steele reached the threshold
just as the thin man surrendered his hold on the child and the fat
woman plucked the weeping boy up into her fleshy arms so that she could
move faster to get clear of the store front. While the man came to
a sudden halt and froze, half turned toward Steele with both his
arms half raised, his elbows pressed tight to his sides.

‘Please, mister, this ain’t none
of my business,’ he implored, blinking his eyes at a rapid
rate.

‘Mine, neither,’ the Virginian
replied with a nod, and made no move to shift the rifle from where
he held it in a double-handed grip across his lower belly. For
although the woman and child were no longer exposed to the danger
of being caught in a crossfire, they had gotten into cover at the
same time as the retreating riders went from sight beyond an
escarpment at the end of the street.

‘But old man Quinn
said—’

‘Quit shaking or you’ll wet your
pants, Charlie Cromwell!’ the store owner growled disdainfully as
he reached Steele’s side and peered through scowling eyes at the
settling dust where the street became a trail at the base of the
seventy-five-foot-high cliff. ‘This young feller ain’t guilty of
nothing except for keeping me from taking a crack at them sons of
bitches that gunned down my little girl.’

The old man in the brown dungarees and
striped shirt that were freshly laundered but dull stained and
badly frayed, looked at Cromwell and Steele with much the same
degree of malevolence he had directed along the street. But could
not sustain such a powerful emotion against an attack of grief, and
turned to re-enter his store as a sob burst from his slack throat
and a tremor shook his thin frame.

‘Gee, I’m sorry, stranger,’ the
denim-clothed, middle-aged, blinking-eyed Cromwell blurted. This as
the fat woman with the child emerged from the barber shop next to
the grocery and many other Barclay citizens came tentatively out
into the afternoon sunlight now that they sensed the danger of more
gunfire was past—or became aware for the first time that all was
not as it should be in their town.

‘Best you save your sympathy for
those in greater need of it, feller,’ the Virginian answered,
recognizing the stockily-built, curly-haired Chuck Naylor among a
loose-knit group of men striding toward the store.

‘In which event, thank you,
mister,’ the once pretty and now bloated faced woman offered as she
continued to hug the weeping child protectively in her arms. ‘If
you had tried to stop those—’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Steele
acknowledged with a curt nod, and swung around to go back into the
grocery where the mixture of appetizing food fragrances in the warm
air was now tainted by the acrid aroma of stale gunsmoke and the
much more subtle smell of fresh blood. Amos Quinn could be heard,
but not seen until the Virginian reached the counter.

‘Figure I got to say I’m sorry,
as well,’ the old-timer rasped thickly after he had curtailed the
inarticulate moaning sounds he was directing at his dead
granddaughter.

‘All that’s owed is money, Mr.
Quinn,’ Steele said evenly, as he turned a piece of paper on the
countertop so that he could read the column of figures that the
girl had penciled on it. ‘By me for the supplies.’

The owner of the store was down on his
knees, cradling the bloodied head of the corpse in both his hands.
He had closed the blue eyes and it also looked like he had smoothed
out the fabric of the cheap cotton dress which encased the girl’s
slender body—dark in color so that the blood did not stain it too
vividly. Now Amos Quinn closed his own eyes as he needed to make a
conscious effort to keep himself under control as he insisted:
‘There was nothing anyone could’ve done that wouldn’t have made it
worse, young feller. I shouldn’t have cussed at you the way I did
to Charlie Cromwell.’

‘Whatever you say, feller,’
Steele allowed as he finished totaling the column of figures and
made it come out at the same amount as Jane Quinn. And footfalls
thudded up off the street and across the boarding of the sidewalk,
then a group of men entered the store. While voices continued to
call back and forth both near and far, as Cromwell shouted his
excited account of what he knew.

‘Where are they?’ the
fresh-faced, dirty-from-his-forge Naylor demanded. ‘Where’s Jane?
Is she really …?’

Steele nodded as he counted out
the precise amount he owed for the supplies, in bills and coins.
But did not see the final light of faint hope die in the young
man’s dark eyes until Amos Quinn rose into sight behind the counter and
held out his blood-stained hands as he confirmed:

‘Yeah, boy. They killed her
stone dead. Not a hope did she have. And it was my fault, what
happened.’

‘Let me take a look at her, old
man,’ a short and plump individual who looked as pompous as he
sounded demanded.

‘You want to say it official,
Doc, you do that,’ Quinn invited dully, backing away from the
corpse, moving carefully to avoid tripping over the fallen
stepladders. ‘But Vern Dexter’s the only one can do anything for
her now.’

More people crowded into the store, women as
well as men, shuffling their feet and talking in low tones. And now
it was the odors of stale sweat and unwashed clothing that
permeated the atmosphere to almost negate the mixture of food
smells. Despite the fact that Cromwell’s mistake had been corrected
and no one inside or immediately out front of the store believed
Adam Steele had anything to do with the killing of Jane Quinn, the
Virginian was viewed with a degree of suspicion by many pairs of
eyes as he threaded his way through the press of people—the sole
stranger in this group who all knew each other. Then, clear of the
store, he was either ignored or the object of inquiring glances as
he moved unhurriedly along the sunlit street, the Colt Hartford
canted to his left shoulder and the gunnysack of supplies under his
right arm. But he made no response to any of the tacit queries.

‘Am I needed?’ a man in the same
age group as Amos Quinn asked anxiously from a shaded doorway
beside a black-draped display window, above which was a sign that
proclaimed in gold lettering on a black background: V. Dexter and
Sons - Funeral Directors. ‘Yes, I see that I am,’ the old-timer
announced before Steele could reply—having peered up the street and
seen a signal. ‘Bob, pass me my hat and coat! Oliver, hitch the
horse to the wagon!’ He snapped the orders into the parlor. Then
moderated his voice to a funereal tone to say with a shake of his
gray-haired head: ‘What a tragedy. That one so young and alive
should be …’

But he saw that Steele had gone
on by and was not paying him any attention. And then one of his sons was at
his side, offering a high hat and frockcoat. The younger man, who
was perhaps past fifty, had already donned his mourning garb and as
soon as Vernon Dexter was identically attired, father and son moved
off along the street without waiting for the wagon. This workaday
buckboard without any funereal trimming and a battered pine box
riding in the back appeared from an alley as the Virginian reached
the blacksmith forge diagonally across from the funeral parlor. And
when Oliver Dexter, who might have been the twin of Bob, had driven
the buckboard in the wake of his father and brother, Steele was
alone on the northern end of what was Barclay’s only street. So
that he could have spoken aloud an uncharacteristic obscenity and
there would have been nobody near enough to hear it. As it was, he
simply mouthed the curse and there was just his stallion close by
to sense the Virginian’s ill-humor and vent a snort to deny that
anything which was bad was his fault. Or, Steele allowed with a
sigh of resignation as he set down the rifle and sack of supplies,
maybe the horse was trying to convey gratitude that the blacksmith
had not completed his work before the violence along the street
interrupted him. The stallion content to remain shoeless amid the
creature comforts of the forge, rather than be out on another
stretch of dusty trail covering more aimless miles until nightfall
called the next halt.

‘Looks to me, feller,’ Steele
murmured as he moved away from the radiant heat of the forge fire
and into the cool shade of the doorway, ‘that we could be stuck
here for some time.’

This time there seemed to be a
plain-to-hear note of equine glee in the nicker as the horse tossed
his head within the confining restraint of the hitching rope. While
the Virginian continued to look down the empty stretch of street
toward the scene that had caused him to voice the opinion to the
horse. It was a broad street that curved gently from the high cliff
and timber stand where the open trail started at the north side of
town, swinging gradually toward the west as it ran south. This bend
in the street was dictated by the contour of a low rise to the west
of Barclay—those travelers in years gone by who had trodden
the trail that was to become the street preferring to detour around
the lushly meadowed and sparsely timbered hill on level ground
rather than to climb up and over the ridge. Because he had ridden
into this Texas town from off the south trail this afternoon of a
fine spring Saturday, Steele knew the street ended on that side of
Barclay about three quarters of a mile away: at the white painted
church that was just out of his sight from where he stood, beyond
the final part of the curve.

Squarely in view was the large gathering of
townspeople on the street before the grocery: the crowd comprised
maybe every citizen of Barclay, drawn by violent death out of all
the buildings that flanked the hundred-foot-wide street. Houses and
business premises, a school, a meeting hall, the church, a jail
without an adjacent law office. Built of brick and stone and
timber, all single-story and many with vacant lots between them.
None of them opulent but almost all well cared for. Many of the
houses had neat gardens within fences. A good many shade trees had
been left standing as the one-street town expanded northwards from
the area of the church to where a halt was called several years ago
a few yards short of the cliff and the expanse of mixed timber
across from it.

When Steele had first ridden
into this town and been offered friendly greetings by so many of
its citizens while he moved slowly along the quietly animated
street, he had felt himself pleasantly infected by the sense of
contentment and wellbeing that imbued the warm and clean air of
Barclay. Now, tragedy had soured the place and its people and he
was being made to feel very much the stranger he was: distanced
from the common grief shared by the people down the street by more
than the mere space between. Or was he distancing himself? Electing
to stay detached from this new outbreak of violence that was none
of his business? On past experience in many towns—some of them very
similar to this one—it was his own attitude in the wake of the
shooting of Jane Quinn that had sparked the switch to disaffinity
among Barclay citizens. Such an attitude toward other people’s
trouble a defense mechanism that made it easier for him to remain uninvolved
in the consequences of such trouble. Sometimes.

Today it looked like it was going to be one
of those times, he reflected, as he spoke to the horse and saw a
ripple of movement in the crowd down the street. Heads were bowed,
hats were removed and some hands inscribed the four extremities of
the cross when Vernon Dexter appeared on the threshold of the store
and signaled for his twin-like sons to bring the oblong box out of
the store. The transfer from grocery to buckboard was made with a
professional smoothness amid guileless dignity that seemed somehow
to gain from the lack of funereal frills on the box and the
wagon.

Only Amos Quinn and Chuck Naylor were left
in the store after the corpse was removed and they stepped out onto
the sidewalk boarding to watch as Vernon Dexter drove the wagon
with his sons riding in the back, unnecessarily holding the
temporary casket steady as it was conveyed up the
smoothed-by-constant-use street.

Just for a few seconds
everybody turned to gaze sorrowfully after the slow rolling
buckboard, and in this time it would have been easy for the
Virginian to imagine that some of the people in the crowd were
looking beyond the mortician’s wagon toward where he stood in the
doorway of the blacksmith forge, with animosity germinating from
melancholy. But then the young man who had been engaged to Jane
Quinn captured the attention of the entire crowd; the sound of his
voice reaching to Steele, but the words he was speaking indistinct.
Even after the creaking and rattling buckboard had been driven to a
halt out back of the funeral parlor, the Virginian was still not
able to hear what the young blacksmith was saying. But he could see
that Naylor was vehemently intent upon convincing his audience that
they should listen to him—then became angry when some of his fellow
citizens moved away from the crowd and others began to give him an
argument. But Amos Quinn stepped forward to calm Naylor and the
diminished crowd: and was able to hold the silent attention of all
who remained until he was through saying what he wanted. After
which, all except for six men dispersed. And, as Quinn went
back into
his grocery and closed the door on the outside world, Naylor
stepped down from the sidewalk and said something to the half-dozen
men who remained that caused them to move off more quickly and with
a greater sense of purpose than their fellow citizens who had
broken away from the group earlier.

Two of the men who had
obviously agreed to fall in with Naylor’s plan came part way up the
street with him: one to go into the Lone Pine Saloon and the other to enter the
Barclay Livery
Stables which was just two vacant lots and a small house away from
the forge. Close enough for Steele to hear the young blacksmith say
to the much older man:

‘Five minutes at the most,
Ned.’

‘You bet, Chuck,’ the
dungaree-clad man of more than fifty affirmed. ‘Just need to locate
my iron and saddle old Rusty.’

Grief and a determination to avenge the
violent and needless death of the girl he was to marry had within
just a few minutes acted to impress a stamp of maturity on the face
and even the gait of the blacksmith who could be no older than
twenty-five. He no longer looked nor moved like a curly-haired,
fresh-faced kid with more energy than he knew what to do with in
his muscular, five-nine-tall frame. Now there was a slow-burning
fire in his dark eyes and grim resolution in his thin mouthline.
His soot-smeared, faintly sweating face seemed to have suddenly
developed lines of character that had not even been hinted at
earlier that day. And he walked with a determined stride that
issued a tacit warning for anybody who might consider trying to
block his path.

‘Just me and six of the best
hunters and shooters from town are goin’ after them, Mr. Steele,’
Naylor announced as he unfastened the ties at the rear of his
leather waist apron and swung around the Virginian to enter the
forge. ‘The old man figures that a man who carries just a fancy
rifle the way you do … he’ll be a crack shot with it?’

Naylor tossed the apron over a
workbench and went to a table in a corner of the fire-heated,
horse-and-hot-metal-smelling room. There was a wooden tub of water
on the table and the young man soaped his face and rinsed off
the discolored lather; toweled his hands and face dry before he
looked at Steele for a response.

‘I get by,’ the Virginian
answered from where he still stood in the doorway. ‘This town
doesn’t have any law?’

‘Barclay’s a law-abidin’
community, Mr. Steele,’ Naylor answered, and went to a door in the
rear wall that gave on to a fenced yard where four horses were
penned, adequately shaded by two oak trees and amply provided for
by a trough of fresh water and a broken-open hay-bale. He took a
saddle off the top rail of a stretch of fence and saw, as he
prepared a sorrel gelding for riding, that the Virginian had moved
into the open rear doorway of the forge. And he concluded: ‘You
maybe saw the little stone shack with bars on the window up
alongside the Lone Pine? Only prisoners it’s ever held were men that got fightin’
drunk in the saloon. Passin’ through strangers, mostly. Except on
some holidays when a local youngster might make a hog of himself on
more liquor than he can handle. Was in there once
myself.’

Steele nodded, suspecting that Chuck Naylor
was talking so much as an aid to keeping a fingerhold on his
unstable composure. ‘When somebody’s murdered, a hunting party gets
organized?’

Naylor checked the tension of the cinch and
did a double take at Steele as he straightened up. Then said with a
quizzical expression that made him look his true age again: ‘You
don’t seem like the kind that would care about somethin’ like
that?’

‘Maybe I’m just worried about
where the line is drawn, feller? If I should forget my manners and
spit on the sidewalk or curse in front of a lady or—’

‘Any minor stuff can’t be sorted
out amongst ourselves, Duke Rexall handles for us, Mr. Steele. Real
crime, when it does happen in Barclay, we send down to the Ranger
station at Amarillo for help. This here that’s happened today, it’s
somethin’ different. A lot of folks don’t agree it is, but enough
of us do so that we can get together a vigilante group to go after
the men that killed Jane. Goin’ to hunt them down, sure enough.
What happens when we find them … well, that’s up to them. They
surrender to me and Ned Butler and Bart Parsons and the rest, we’ll
turn them in
to the Rangers and they’ll get to stand trial by due process. And
be hanged. If they put up a fight, we’ll just as soon give them one
back. And blast them to hell. I guess you ain’t comin’ along with
us?’

He posed the question and went with the
gelding toward a gate in the side fence of the yard as hooves
clopped on the street out front of the forge.

‘Had my fill of vengeance rides,
feller. Nobody else in town can attend to shoeing my
horse?’

‘Just Matt to come, Chuck, and
he’s on his way!’ one of the riders on the street
yelled.

‘I’m sorry, Mr. Steele. Not
closer than a hundred miles of here. But I’ll get right on it just
as soon as I get back.’ Naylor closed and fastened the gate as he
made the apology and the promise. Then swung up into his saddle and
rode, hatless and unarmed, along the side of his forge and out onto
the street. The Virginian closed the door on the yard and moved to
the open double doors at the front. Was in time to see the young
blacksmith strap on a gun belt with a revolver in a hip holster
handed him by one of the other six mounted men—all of whom also
packed six-guns. Four had rifles jutting from boots slung from
their saddles. Then the vigilante group moved out, grim faced and
stiff in their saddles. Storekeepers and tradesmen aged from
twenty-five to almost sixty. Acting in tacit concert with no
apparent leader at this early stage in the manhunt: their resolve
to succeed rock firm and seemingly unshakeable as they rode out of
town in double file, with not a single backward glance at those of
their fellow citizens who eyed them with emotions running from
anger to anguish.

Then the riders were gone from sight beyond
the rock escarpment and those people who had come onto the street
to witness their departure went back indoors. Except, Steele saw as
he moved down the street burdened only by the Colt Hartford sloped
to his shoulder, for Vernon Dexter. For the undertaker, no longer
wearing his high hat and frock coat, continued to stand on the
threshold of his premises shaking his almost bald head as he kept
his deep-set dark eyes fixed on the point where the horsemen had
last been in sight.

‘No good will come of it, you
mark my words, stranger,’ the undertaker said morosely as the
Virginian drew level with his doorway on the other side of the
street. ‘No good ever comes of it when folks meddle in business
they aren’t fitted for.’

Just as he was about to offer a response,
Steele saw the gray-haired and gray-faced old woman at the open
window of the small house immediately opposite the funeral parlor.
And quickened his pace briefly to step from between her and the
undertaker as she answered:

‘Be more work for you, I’m
thinking, Vernon. Who’d have thought it, in Barclay of all
places?’

‘Been many a long year since I
had to make arrangements for a client that died at the murdering
hand of another, Mrs. Brady,’ Dexter countered, starting across the
street. ‘Never liked it. Especially not gunshots. Very messy
business.’

‘Coffeepot’s on.’

‘I’m obliged.’

The undertaker pushed open the gate in the
recently painted fence at the front of Mrs. Brady’s flower bedded
garden.

‘You’re most welcome, you know
that.’

‘No, I much prefer to undertake
for those who die peacefully, Mrs. Brady.’

‘Only natural.’

Steele directed a glance over
his shoulder as he started to cross the street toward the
Lone Pine
Saloon. Saw
not the slightest crack in the solemn expressions on the time-lined
faces of the elderly couple to indicate either had spotted the vein
of black humor Mrs. Brady had unwittingly struck. Saw rather than
heard now, that they continued to talk back and forth in the same
mournful manner as the man let himself in at the door while the
woman withdrew from the window. Then he faced the way he was going
again before he murmured for just his own ears:

‘Well, they do say the art of
conversation is dead.’

 



Chapter Three

 


DOROTHY PARSONS
WHO was running
the Lone
Pine Saloon while her husband was away riding with the vigilantes said
that she did not normally make coffee to sell to customers. And
neither, ordinarily, did she rent to strangers their son’s old
room. But, obviously piqued at Bart’s decision to join in the
manhunt and eager to do anything that might conceivably annoy her
husband, she made a pot of coffee for Adam Steele and promised him
the use of the room if an overnight stay in Barclay became
necessary.

Later, after the doleful afternoon had
dragged its quiet and uneventful course into an evening that
promised to be just as sadly serene, the fleshy, rotund and
extremely homely Mrs. Parsons cooked enough supper for three
people: without telling the Virginian there was a share of the beef
stew and sweet potatoes for him until she delivered the meal to him
at the table by the batwings where he had sat during his long wait
in the saloon.

‘On the house, mister,’ she
assured before he could say anything.

‘Grateful to you, ma’am, but why
should—’

She had moved away from his table to begin
lighting kerosene lamps. Cut in on him: ‘For bein’ such a good
customer?’

‘One pot of coffee and more than
four hours’ use of your—’

‘All right, if you want a good
reason other than that, I’ve got a generous disposition, mister …
for settin’ a fine example to men too thick skulled and empty
headed to see they ought to follow it. Instead of followin’ that
young Naylor boy. Who was too eaten up with grief over what
happened to the
poor Quinn girl to think straight. And them that are older and
oughta be wiser and should’ve known better oughta have talked him
outta doin’ it instead of encouragin’ him. Good enough,
mister?’

Without giving him a chance to reply, the
short and overweight, pale and round-faced woman in a shapeless and
sweat-stained once-white dress moved behind the bar counter at the
back of the small saloon, where a beaded curtain in an archway
rattled as she pushed through into the living quarters at the rear
of the building.

And Steele remained alone in the saloon,
crowded with chair-ringed tables, while he ate the good tasting
supper and listened to the quiet town of Barclay become quieter
still as full night replaced evening outside the undraped windows
and unmoving batwings. While he ate the food, became firmer in his
resolution not to get involved in the consequences of the killing
of Jane Quinn. And, as testimony to his determination, he placed a
dollar bill on the table near his plate before he finished eating.
For he had a good idea that Dorothy Parsons was finding it
increasingly difficult to sustain anger over what her husband had
done as her anxiety about his safety expanded. And had caught her
in unguarded moments eyeing him with quizzical nervousness as often
as he saw pensive apprehension on her unlovely face during the
long, empty afternoon. So guessed the meal could well be an opening
bid to win a favor from him. And Steele could think of just one
chore this woman would like to have him perform. Not just her,
either.

During long periods of the hot
and sun-bright spring afternoon the Virginian had been a good
customer of the Lone Pine Saloon by token of being the only one. But from
time-to-time other men had pushed in through the batwings to take a
drink or two; mostly singly but not always. Always, though, there
was talk—with Dorothy Parsons or just between the men she served
with drinks. Occasionally, the weather, work, long ago events or
Texas politics were discussed. But, without exception, talk drifted
or was steered to the subject of the killing and its aftermath.
And, more often than not, agreement was reached that young Chuck
Naylor could be excused for wanting to chase off
after the men who
killed his girl, but that he should have been talked out of what
was surely a bad move, instead of getting help from certain Barclay
men who ought to have known better.

Early in the afternoon the
tenor of the talk about the forming of the vigilante group was
reproachful and the Virginian’s unobtrusive presence at the table
by the doorway was totally ignored. But as the sun dipped closer
toward the ridge on the green hill west of town and there was no
sign of the missing men returning down the north trail, Dorothy
Parsons was not the only Barclay citizen to start to worry. Dean
Butler, brother of the liveryman, began to be concerned. A man
named Miles Stone who was brother-in-law to Matthew Wolfe, another
member of the unofficial posse, tried without success to pretend he
thought his wife’s mounting fears were groundless. Other men,
related to members of the group, or friends of one or more of them,
or maybe just fellow citizens of them all, brought a contribution
to the almost palpable aura of uneasiness each time they came
through the batwings. And some of them returned to the
Lone Pine
three or four
times, with a degree of expectancy in their demeanor, like they
thought it was at the saloon rather than the point where the north
trail became the street that the first good or bad sign about the
fate of the vigilantes would be seen.

And Steele, while he was never directly
invited to join in the tense exchanges, was no longer made to feel
excluded from them. Knew he was being obliquely referred to in
words as well as surreptitious glances when comments were made
about the feasibility of somebody going out to look for the missing
men. But he pretended to be impassively oblivious to what was being
said and no one spoke to him until, when he was once more the sole
customer in the saloon, Dorothy Parsons brought the meal to his
table. And he chose to infer that she would like to tie a string to
the offer of the free food: thus forced him to have to make a
conscious effort to remain detached from Barclay’s trouble.

Maybe fifteen minutes after she
went through the bead-curtained archway, the woman re-emerged from
it. She had red-rimmed eyes and now did not attempt to mask
her true feelings
that had erupted tears while she was alone.

‘Best meal I’ve eaten in a long
time, ma’am,’ the Virginian told her as he put back on the
skin-tight black gloves he had removed to eat the stew.

‘Knew it would be, mister. I
cook plain but I cook good. Woman that looks the way I do and is
barren to boot, she has to have somethin’ with which she can hold
her man. Couldn’t touch but a morsel of it myself tonight.’ She had
come out from behind the bar counter and was momentarily in a
doleful quandary when she got to his table and reached for the
empty plate: saw the dollar bill.

‘I’m not that big a tipper,’ he
told her. ‘I’ll pay higher if you say. I won’t be indebted to
you.’

Her eyes remained dully matt-black in the
tear-reddened rims while he spoke. Then she nodded and breathed a
short sigh as she picked up the bill along with the plate. ‘It’s
ample, mister. Be the same for the room, okay?’

‘If I need it.’

‘Sure. You want some more
coffee? Or maybe a drink now?’

‘Grateful, but
nothing.’

The stranded beads rattled behind her. She
made small sounds as she did the dishes and the sloshing of water
and clatter of crockery were all that disturbed the silence of the
lamp-lit saloon until Dorothy Parsons returned through the arch.
And asked:

‘You’re like me, uh?’

‘How’s that, ma’am?’

‘Not a drinker?’

‘Not for a lot of
years.’

‘I don’t like the taste of any
of it. And just hate what it does to me … how I feel, I
mean.’

‘Know what you mean.’

‘A man like you … he needs to
keep his wits about him all the time?’

‘Like me?’ Steele countered to
the woman who looked to be not much older than he was under the
flattering light of the kerosene lamps—in the sunlight of day he
had seen she was over fifty by more than just a year or so. He took
his hat from the seat of a nearby chair and placed it on his
head, at the
same time as he took up his rifle from where it had leaned all
afternoon against the wall at his side.

Dorothy Parsons took time to reach a
decision. Then sighed her indifference to the outcome as she leaned
both forearms on the top of the bar and gazed levelly at him to
impart: ‘Opinion about you is divided, mister. Gambler or
gunslinger?’

She appeared to be as disinterested in a
response to the query as she had been about her decision to raise
the subject.

‘I’ve played a lot of cards and
I’ve shot a lot of men, Mrs. Parsons,’ Steele told her evenly. ‘But
I wouldn’t tie either label to myself.’

‘Uh, uh.’

‘Tell you what I am right now,’
he went on as he rose from the table.

‘What’s that?’

‘Weary.’

‘Room’s right through the arch
and last door down on the right, mister. Been more than a year
since our Billy was last here to visit with us and use the place. I
already cleaned the room some and made up the bed, so anytime
you’re ready …’

She gestured with a motion of her head
toward the bead-curtained archway near the end of the counter on
which she continued to lean. And there was an uncaring
dismissiveness in her attitude now, as if she had at last abandoned
hope of drawing an encouraging response from him.

‘Need to get my stuff from
Naylor’s place and take care of my horse before—’

A shout from out on the street, up toward
the north end of it, caused him to break off from what he was
saying. This as Dorothy Parsons suddenly lost her look of numbed
hopelessness and came stiffly erect, head tilted to one side. Then,
as more voices were raised and the indistinct words rang with
shrill-pitched excitement, the short and fat woman moved with
surprising agility to swing around the end of the counter and weave
between chairs and tables to reach the doorway. Where Steele held
open one of the batwings and allowed her to go outside ahead of
him.

There was a chill in the night air that owed
more to the winter just ending than the spring about to begin.
Steele had been only vaguely aware of the lowering temperature as
he sat out of any drafts from the doorway with his being still
suffused by the warmth of the food in his stomach. Then for several
seconds seemed to be the only person on the street who was
conscious of how cold it had gotten to be—even though he wore a
suit and hat while most of the men, women and a few older children
around him had not waited to don street clothes before leaving
their firesides in response to the rising volume of excited
shouting. Which now began to falter to the same degree as the
initial haste of the crowd to get to the north end of the street
started to slow.

Within moments, the surge had
diminished to a trickle and then almost all movement in this
direction along the street came to a halt. Then, with hardly any
talk at all, the elongated throng of Barclay citizens divided into
two: so that a gap was opened up along the center of the street
stretching from Dexter’s Funeral Parlor and the Brady house to the meeting hall
and Wolfe’s
Dry Goods store which was across a vacant lot from the
saloon.

Steele was among the group out front of the
store, but detached in his dispassionate attitude from the crowd
who watched with tense apprehension the slow advance of four riders
down the human corridor. One of them a dead man. None of the living
from the vigilante group the townspeople had been waiting so
anxiously to see return.

‘One at the front with the lead
line on the dead man’s horse is Duke Rexall,’ the heavy-featured,
bushy-eyebrowed Miles Stone told Steele, unbidden. ‘That’s his son,
Tom, to the right. Guy to the left is Ambrose Jansen. Does the
paperwork out at the quarryin’ plant. Tom’s just come on home to
get married to some—’

‘Hush up, Miles!’ Stone’s
beanpole-thin, sour-mouthed wife urged in a rasping tone, jerking
violently on his shirt sleeve.

Every other hushed voice was
suddenly stilled as, when Duke Rexall reined his mount to a halt
and the men flanking the corpse-burdened horse behind him followed
suit, the door of the grocery and notions store folded open. And the
tall and emaciated figure of Amos Quinn stepped across the sidewalk
and down onto the street. It would have been easier on the elderly
and grief-stricken Quinn if Rexall had ridden on down to meet him,
but that would have taken him away from the main body of the
grim-faced audience to where just a few Barclay citizens were
sparsely scattered along the lower stretch of the curving street.
This, anyway, was how the Virginian judged the man’s motives from
the way in which Rexall appeared vainly satisfied after sweeping an
arrogant-eyed survey to left and right. While Tom Rexall stared
straight ahead with an expression of total impassiveness, like a
blind man completely out of touch with what was happening around
him. And Jansen looked both nervous and shame-faced.

The Rexalls were both average framed men,
with square-cut faces and clear blue eyes. The father, who was
about fifty, had a crinkled and element-burnished complexion that
emphasized the whiteness of his hair and bushy mustache. The son
was approaching thirty, pale skinned and had brown hair. He was
clean shaven. There was just a vague family resemblance between the
two in the squareness of their features. Jansen was half a head
shorter than the Rexalls and was a little heavier than them: with
excess fat rather than muscular development. He had a round face
and brown eyes. His clean-shaven skin was pale and soft looking.
There were pockmark patches at the centers of both his cheeks. He
was maybe a year or so younger than Tom Rexall.

Duke Rexall was attired in a
dark-colored city-style suit with a vest, shirt and string tie
displayed by the unfastened jacket. It all looked expensive. His
son and his clerk wore far from new sheepskin coats and denim
pants. All three had spurs on their heels and Stetsons on their
heads. All that could be seen of the blanket-wrapped dead man were
his hands and his feet dangling down at either side of the horse
over which he was slumped. There were no spurs on his boot heels.
Each living man had a repeater rifle in a forward-slung boot on his
saddle. Duke and Tom Rexall and Ambrose Jansen all sat astride
chestnut geldings. The dead man was slumped across the saddle of a black
gelding. Not solid black, Steele saw. There was a perfect circle of
white on the left rump of the animal.

‘Old man, it was terrible,’ Duke
Rexall said gravely, and Tom and Jansen were just a moment behind
in removing their hats as Amos Quinn came to a weary,
stoop-shouldered halt some fifteen feet from where the mounted men
sat. ‘She was a lovely young woman with everything to live for,
despite her handicap.’

There was a falseness about the way the man
spoke. It was not heard in the solemnity of his voice: instead in
the preciseness of how he enunciated his words—he sounded like he
was expressing his true feelings but was faking an accent.

‘Appreciate what you’re saying,
Mr. Rexall,’ Quinn responded. He was dressed the same as when
Steele last saw him, but the collarless shirt and stained dungarees
looked now to be too big for him—as though many hours of suffering
bereavement had shrunken further his already emaciated body. ‘That
the one that did her in, sir?’

Rexall nodded and put his hat back on. And
there was a just audible ripple of sighing among the crowd on
either side of the street as it was revealed the dead man was not
one of those who had gone hunting for the killer.

‘Name is Neil Slattery, old man.
It could be you haven’t heard of him?’

While the people who had been scattered
widely along the southern stretch of the street advanced
tentatively so that they were better able to hear what was being
said, Amos Quinn shuffled a foot or so to the side, so that he
could look past Duke Rexall’s horse and get a clearer view of the
animal on the lead line and its inert, blanket-shrouded burden.

‘Don’t mean a thing to me, that
name,’ the grocery store owner answered in the same colorless tone,
while his grizzled face displayed a scowl of repugnance.

‘Does to me, old man!’ the
fat-bodied and bloated-faced Mrs. Cromwell said eagerly from where
she stood at the side of her husband a few yards behind Quinn. ‘Him
and his wife just the other day moved into that old claim shack out
along the lake spur on the hill—’

‘Right, ma’am,’ Rexall cut in on
the woman, just before her husband could get her attention with
intent to tell her to be quiet. ‘He and Mary-Ann arrived in the
neighborhood just two weeks or so ago. Explains how he didn’t know
about Jane being deaf. But I understand Tom and Ambrose did try to
warn Slattery about that?’

There was a sudden burst of talking and a
moving closer together among the watchers on all sides of the
mounted men and Amos Quinn. Shock and anger sounded as the dominant
emotions, and Jansen looked abruptly more afraid—seemed rigidly on
the point of spurring his horse into a gallop to escape from the
center street spot. But then Tom Rexall showed he had not been
completely withdrawn into a reverie since he rode into town. For he
rasped something to his father, and Jansen was not too deeply
enmeshed in fear to fail to hear what was said. And all three of
them peered for perhaps as many stretched seconds at where the
Virginian stood silently amid the chattering crowd.

‘If you will allow me!’ Duke
Rexall shouted, raising his rear out of the saddle to stand in his
stirrups as he looked at the people on all sides. Then sat down
again and appeared to be arrogantly satisfied once more as the
talking subsided and he captured the attention of everyone on the
street, including his son and Jansen. ‘If you will allow me,’ he
repeated, not shouting now. ‘I will give you the explanation you
surely deserve. The old man, here, most of all. But every citizen
of this fine town, too. Since in a community such as Barclay, an
outrage against one person is a blow struck at all. And, I may add
in all honesty, I consider myself a fellow citizen of you
people.’

He made another grave-faced survey of his
audience while he spoke and then, during a brief pause, showed an
embittered frown to his son and Ambrose Jansen. The latter was
unable to meet Rexall’s level gaze and hung his head while he toyed
with his reins. Tom swallowed hard and developed a tic under his
right eye.

‘Why’d you come into my grocery
to rob me, Tom?’ Amos Quinn asked. He had shuffled across to look
around Duke Rexall’s mount on the other side. And had given
a terse nod
before he posed the question. Steele guessed the hollow-eyed and
near toothless old-timer had checked to see that the black horse
carrying the shrouded corpse had a matching circle of white on his
right rump.

‘Mr. Quinn, it was supposed to
be a—’ Tom Rexall started nervously.

‘As a stupid prank, old man,’
his father interrupted, and just for a moment showed the fires of
anger in his blue eyes. Hurried on so that the start of more talk
was curtailed: ‘As you all know, Tom is back home to be married.
Right down the street here at the Barclay church tomorrow
afternoon. And I want to say, right here and now, that if you
people would rather the ceremony did not take place here in view of
what’s happened, then I’ll understand why and I’ll respect your
wishes.’

He looked around again and there was in his
demeanor a confidence that he would draw the precise response that
he expected.

‘Jane’s dead and there’s not a
thing can change that, Mr. Rexall,’ Quinn said, and there were many
nods and a ripple of low-toned words that told of mass agreement
with what the old man said. ‘Knowing how and why she came to be
killed won’t bring her back, I know, but it might—’

‘Yes, of course,’ Duke Rexall
cut in, and sounded more than ever like an uneducated man
pretending to be cultured. ‘It was a tragic accident, old man. The
outcome of an ill-conceived practical joke that went terribly
wrong. Tom and Ambrose here, along with Neil Slattery, wanted to
maintain the tradition of the bridegroom’s last day as a bachelor.
An innocent enough wish, as I’m sure all you people will agree?’
Yet again the expensively clad and neatly turned-out older Rexall
raked his quizzical gaze over the upturned faces on all sides of
him. But this time his vain self-confidence suffered a dent when he
saw that his patronizing attitude toward the citizens of Barclay
was no longer being well received. He recognized impatience and not
a little enmity in the gazes being directed back at him. And in his
haste to get finished, his accent coarsened, which had the effect
of making it clearer than ever that the emotion which sounded in his tone was
true to his actual feelings. Most of them bitter.

‘All right, the three young
fellers started in to drink at the company store soon as it opened
this morning. Then they bought themselves a few bottles, saddled up
and rode off out into the country. Too drunk to know where they
were heading or to have anything in mind to do. Short of getting
even drunker. Then the liquor was all gone and they started to
sober up. Saw they were not far from town and rode on in, planning
on getting drunk again at the Lone Pine. But then Neil Slattery came up with his crazy
idea, old man. And I want you to know …’ he gazed earnestly down at
Amos Quinn ‘… that I’m just telling it to you the way Tom and
Ambrose told it to me.’

He paused, awaiting some form of
encouragement from the old-timer. But it was not forthcoming and
Rexall had to take the time to check an impulse to anger at this
before he continued: ‘Seems there’s a rumor around Barclay and out
at the quarries that you’ve got a cache of money hidden in your
grocery, old man. And Slattery got this idea—’

He broke off as, unexpectedly, Amos Quinn
nodded, spat at the ground in front of him and cast a baleful
glance around at his fellow citizens before he growled: ‘Rumor
there is, Mr. Rexall, and like most talk of that kind, there ain’t
a jot of truth in it.’

There was a swell of talk as the townspeople
denied the implied accusation and expressed their resentment of all
being tarred by the same brush.

‘More than just a mite of truth
in it, I’d say,’ the bushy-eyebrowed Stone growled sourly to
Steele, then became sullenly silent under the withering stare of
his wife as the rest of the people on the street also grew
attentively quiet.

‘Whatever you say, old man,’
Duke Rexall allowed. ‘But the fact remains, these three liquored up
young men took it into their addled brains to see if the talk was
true. There was no intention to rob you, of course. The idea was
merely to find out … find out if …’

‘Yeah, Mr. Rexall,’ Quinn
acknowledged. ‘I can see that part of it. You’ve no need to say any more about
that. And I can see how a man new around here wouldn’t maybe know
about Jane being real hard of hearing. Was there in the store
myself and heard two of the masked men try to tell the other one
she was a deaf person. So I guess I just need to know now how this
Slattery wound up dead over that there horse, Mr.
Rexall?’

The older Rexall nodded several times while
Amos Quinn was speaking, and seemed to be impatient for him to be
through. Ambrose Jansen nodded just once, with great emphasis, when
the old man spoke of the warnings about Jane’s deafness. This while
Tom Rexall continued to react in the same way he always had since
he first spotted the uncommunicative Adam Steele amid the
crowd—tried to gaze stoically into the middle distance but felt
himself frequently compelled to direct fleeting, part uneasy, part
irritable, glances toward the Virginian.

‘That’s fine, old man,’ Duke
Rexall answered as he wriggled into a more comfortable posture
astride his saddle—and just for a few moments showed by his
expression that he was also ill at ease in his mind. ‘It’s simple
enough, what happened to Slattery. When he sobered up, he couldn’t
handle the feeling of guilt. Talked a lot to Tom and Ambrose here
about what he’d done gnawing at him while they rode out towards the
place, old man. Didn’t say what he planned to do. But lots of us
heard the gunshot soon after he left the place. Ed Vincent was
coming by about the same time—you all know Ed who runs the company
store?’ Rexall glanced to left and right and saw many heads nod.
‘Brought him back up to the place. I thought it only right and
proper that I should come to town to explain to you people what
happened. And that my son and Ambrose Jansen should be along,
too?’

Once again he allowed his gaze to wander
away from Amos Quinn, who offered no reaction to what he had said:
to seek gestures and some vocal endorsements that he had done the
right thing. Then the frail-looking old man standing in front of
him seemed to be willed by his fellow citizens to put forward an
opinion. And he said flatly:

‘Appreciate you coming to town,
Mr. Rexall.’

‘Least I could do, old
man.’

‘Mr. Rexall, you want me to take
care of the arrangements?’ Vernon Dexter asked, as he stepped from
that section of the audience grouped in the area of his
parlor.

‘Certainly,’ the white-haired
man said to the bald-headed one. And proffered the lead line as he
signaled with a gesture of his head for Jansen to back away his
mount. ‘His wife will be coming in, I’m sure. Do whatever she
wants, Vernon. But bill the company.’

‘Sure thing, Mr. Rexall,’ the
mortician replied as he took the line and led the distinctively
marked gelding off the center of the street, through a broad gap in
the crowd, the people drawing back in horror from the stiffly
swinging hands and feet visible below the blanket at either side of
the horse.

‘Accidents happen!’ Duke Rexall
said in a louder voice, and turned deliberately in his saddle to
emphasize that he was making an announcement to the entire town.
‘Some are far more serious than others, of course. But nonetheless,
I believe that the old maxim should be applied in all cases. Least
said, soonest mended. I’ll see all of you at the wedding ceremony
tomorrow?’

‘Like I already said, Mr.
Rexall,’ Quinn replied to the implied query. ‘Not a thing can be
done to bring back Jane. No reason for the wedding not to be held
here in the town church tomorrow, far as I’m concerned.’

There was a gabble of concurrence with this
and all three mounted men were visibly relieved by the smooth
change of atmosphere now that the prime purpose of their ride to
town had been dealt with.

‘One thing before you leave, Mr.
Rexall!’ Dorothy Parsons called, and the trio of men who had been
about to wheel their horses were abruptly tense again as they all
looked to where the plain-faced, heavy-bodied woman stood in the
light from the batwinged entrance of the Lone Pine Saloon. ‘My Bart and a bunch of other
men went chasin’ off after the shootin’. Fixin’ to catch up with
them that killed little Jane Quinn and—’

‘It was Slattery alone who
killed the girl, Mrs. Parsons!’ Duke Rexall cut in grimly. But then
remembered to tip his hat to her before he moderated his tone and added:
‘We didn’t see any sign of a posse on the way in from the place,
ma’am. Rest assured, though, if we see Bart and the others on the
way back, we’ll tell them what has happened and have them ride
directly for town.’

‘Appreciate it, Mr. Rexall!’
another woman called, and this signaled another swell of vocal
agreement.

‘You don’t need me to tell you
that guy’s a real important man around here, mister?’ Stone growled
to Steele as the three riders now completed turning their horses
and started to move back up the street.

‘Right,’ the Virginian
answered.

‘If it wasn’t for the
Rexall Quarry
Company there wouldn’t be anythin’ around here!’ the skinny and
sour tempered Mrs. Stone countered, with the kind of scowl that
placed her husband at the bottom of the scale on which Rexall was
at the top.

The crowd began to disperse, as the people
became suddenly aware of just how cold it was outside in the night.
Several men, not always with the ready agreement of their wives,
headed for the saloon instead of back to their homes as the Rexalls
and Jansen spurred their mounts to a gallop at the start of the
trail between the escarpment and the timber.

‘There are some around here rate
him higher than God,’ Stone muttered, apportioning his bleak look
equally between the now deserted north trail and the narrow back of
his departing wife. ‘On account of God only made the world. And
Duke Rexall, he made it comfortable for local folks to live
in.’

‘One day that loose tongue of
yours will get you in bad trouble!’ his wife warned bitterly, just
before she went into her brother’s dry goods store and slammed the
door forcefully behind her.

Stone suddenly looked troubled,
as if he had been lost in a world of private thought and only now
realized he had spoken aloud opinions that he should have kept to
himself. But then he showed a sheepish expression on his heavy
features for a few moments, before he shrugged and grinned, his
dark eyes twinkling out from under his bushy brows. And growled: ‘Hell,
maybe my Annie’s right, mister. But what the hell?’

‘No problem, for a feller like
you,’ the Virginian answered.

‘Meaning?’

‘Reckon you have to know just
how far to go.’

‘Uh?’

‘With a name like Miles
Stone.’

 



Chapter Four

 


THE BARCLAY MAN’S
grin expanded into
a raucous belly laugh as he swung around to head for the saloon.
But his noisy high humor was short lived as the few people still on
the street directed glaring stares and some reproving words at him.
This as Adam Steele ambled along the street in the other direction,
and crossed it to go into Chuck Naylor’s forge. Where just a faint
glimmer of dull crimson showed here and there in the gray ashes of
the almost cold fire. But enough blue-tinged moonlight reached into
the building through the doorway and dusty windows for him to see
that his horse was not there anymore. And the animals that had been
in the small corral out back were also gone. His saddle and
accouterments and bedroll, and the gunnysack of purchases from the
grocery store were all where he had left them.

He was gathering these up when footfalls on
the street approaching the forge caused him to turn toward the
doorway, where he recognized in silhouette against the moonlight
the unmistakable thin and fat forms of Charlie Cromwell and his
wife. At this time of night they were without the small red-headed
boy.

‘Saw you headed up this way and
we figured you’d maybe wonder about your horse, Mr. Steele,’ the
long-ago-pretty woman said.

‘Thelma means
she
figured, stranger,’
Cromwell said in a bored tone and with a glance along the street
that suggested he wished he was somewhere else.

The woman glowered a tacit
rebuke at him and gave the Virginian a smile that on her bloated
face looked like a parody of coyness. Explained: ‘Barclay’s a
friendly town, and I figured it would be a unneighborly act for me to tell
you how your animal has been took care of—before you got to
thinkin’ somebody around here stole him or somethin’?’

‘I’m grateful to you, ma’am,’
Steele said, his hands too full to allow him to tip his
hat.

Thelma Cromwell glared triumphantly at the
incurious Charlie, then told the Virginian: ‘It was Dean Butler
took your animal just down the street aways to his brother’s
livery. Along with the other horses that Chuck had out back of
here. Seein’ as how there’s still a winter snap in the air at
nights, I guess. Ned Butler would have done the same if he wasn’t
out chasin’ after nothin’. Folks in Barclay take care of their
neighbors’ needs when their neighbors ain’t—’

‘Okay, Thelma, you told Steele
about it. Time you was gettin’ back to check on little
Joseph.’

‘And you was in the
Lone Pine
with the others
tryin’ to drown your conscience in hard liquor, I
expect?’

‘I planned on takin’ a snort or
so—’

‘Don’t worry about that, Mr.
Steele,’ the fat woman interrupted her husband as the Virginian
made to nudge the forge door closed with a knee. ‘You’re in the
most law-abidin’ town in the state of Texas here. Ain’t hardly
anybody around here bothers with lockin’ their doors and stuff like
that. Mind, I said hardly anybody.’

She had dropped her voice to a
conspiratorial whisper and at the same time made a bleak-eyed
survey of the broad and now almost deserted street.

‘Hell, Thelma, you don’t
know—’

‘Oh, go say your piece at the
Parsons’ place, Charlie Cromwell!’ she rasped, and gave him a
slight shove in the direction of the Lone Pine before she relinquished her proprietorial
hold on his arm. ‘Figure we have to be thankful Duke Rexall didn’t
stay here to stand treat for you and the rest of them! But, as I
recall, his boots looked to be licked pretty shiny when he
was—’

‘I’ll take care of my tongue,
woman!’ Cromwell snarled, but was moving away from her as he made
the verbal counter-attack. ‘It’s yours that could cause
trouble—’

‘Go to hell, Charlie Cromwell!
And them that drinks hard liquor are already on the downward slope
to Hades!’ She traded the glower for another smile and moderated
her tone as she turned away from the departing figure of her
husband to look at Adam Steele. ‘I hear you ain’t a drinkin’
man?’

‘But I’m not against others who
use liquor for whatever reason, ma’am,’ he answered as he started
up the street and she moved to walk alongside him. ‘It just didn’t
work for me when I needed it most.’

Thelma Cromwell possessed the undentable
composure of the natural and well-tried gossip. ‘It does not matter
when or how a person sees the errors of their ways, so long as they
do, Mr. Steele. I saw you talkin’ with Mr. Stone just now, didn’t
I?’

‘Right, ma’am.’

‘I don’t know how much he told
you, but—’

‘Nothing I asked to hear, Mrs.
Cromwell.’

‘He and I and a handful of other
people around here—poor Jane Quinn was one of us—are the only ones
who do not consider the sun rises when Duke Rexall appears and sets
when he goes away. But a man smart as I figure you to be, Mr.
Steele … he doesn’t need to be told what a big wheel he is? After
seein’ how long it took him to get his precious son and his office
clerk out from behind what in any other town would be a charge of
murder?’

‘Mrs. Cromwell?’

‘Mr. Steele?’

‘I’m grateful you told me about
what happened to my horse,’ he said as they came to a halt out
front of the Butler Livery Stables. ‘But none of the rest of this is any of my
business. Or concern.’

The fat woman displayed the
thickness of her skin again. She had dropped the strange looking
smile when she mentioned Jane Quinn and the replacement expression
of earnestness remained firmly set as she hurried on: ‘It’s a good
town and I’m proud to belong here in a whole lot of ways, Mr.
Steele. We’re all friends here, like I say—except for some of us
who are wedded to each other, but ain’t nothin’ unusual about
that?’ She grinned at Steele then briefly scowled along and across the
street to where her husband’s slight frame went from sight between
the batwing doors of the Lone Pine. ‘But there ain’t nowhere perfect outside of
heaven, I figure. Different folks have different points of view.
Them that owe their livelihoods to the Rexall Quarry
Company—by
workin’ out there or by sellin’ to the folks that do work out
there—I guess they got to treat that big wheel different to most
other folks. But land sakes, Mr. Steele, a man oughta draw the line
at how far he’s ready to bow and scrape, wouldn’t you
say?’

‘My opinion counts for nothing,
ma’am,’ the Virginian told her. And for the first time realized
that the obese woman with the bloated features was not simply
talking because she was an innate gossip. In back of this, she was
genuinely concerned about how a stranger to town had been given a
poor impression of it. And perhaps, even deeper than this, Thelma
Cromwell was another Barclay citizen obliquely asking him to
help.

But, almost as if she could read in his
impassive face that he was delving beneath the surface of what she
was saying—and she was ashamed of what he might find—she rasped
with a tone of anger: ‘It’s always easier not to get involved,
isn’t it?’

‘Right, ma’am,’ he answered as
he set down some of his burdens and tried the livery door. Found it
unlocked. ‘And I don’t see any point in looking to make life harder
than it can get to be of its own accord.’

While he spoke, the woman expressed dismay
before she averted her face. But she had the bad feeling with
herself rather than against him. And when she looked back at him
her composure was rock solid once again. There was censure in her
flesh-crowded eyes and in the sharp tone of her voice, but in the
way her gaze wandered back and forth, up and down, and across the
street, she made it plain it was the subjects she spoke of that
were the targets for her condemnation.

‘Just so you’ll know, Mr.
Steele—whether you’ll care or not. It is more than just a rumor
that old man Quinn has a pile of money hid somewhere in his place.
And if I had that kind of money I’d be ready to wager it that those
three who held up the grocery were fixin’ to steal it. Not just show
it’s there. Me, who isn’t a gamblin’ person, Mr.
Steele.’

He had pushed the livery door open wide and
now picked up his gear to take inside. Said: ‘Ma’am, I need to
check that my horse is all right and then I need to get some sleep.
So if you’re through with—’

‘I’m all finished, Mr. Steele.
And I guess I ought to apologize for bendin’ your ear the way I
have. Glad I got it all said, though. So you won’t leave this town
figurin’ that every last person in it don’t give a damn about
what’s happened here today.’

She turned and waddled away from the front
of the livery, her head held high and with a surprising lightness
in her step—like she was experiencing a sense of achievement and
was eager for those who watched her to be aware of this.

Adam Steele watched her for just a second or
so, then shrugged and went into the clapboard stable redolent with
horses and leather and feed and straw. Again, moonlight from the
open doorway made it unnecessary for him to strike a match. He
ensured that the brother of the liveryman had put the unshod black
stallion in a stall with clean bedding and that there was adequate
feed and water for the animal. Then he transferred his new-bought
supplies from the sack to the saddlebags and hung all his gear from
two pegs at the front of the stall. Carried just his rifle as he
left the livery and closed the door behind him.

Now that Thelma Cromwell was no
longer in sight, the entire length of the curving street was
deserted. Many of the windows that had earlier spilled lamp or
candle light were now darkened. A low volume of talk trickled out
from the doorway of the Lone Pine Saloon as Steele crossed toward it, but a gently
blowing cold wind made more noise as it rustled the early spring
foliage of the timber stands around Barclay and the scattered trees
in town. The wind was not strong enough to swing free-hanging
business signs but it did cause surface dust to ripple around the
Virginian’s booted feet as he moved unhurriedly down the
street.

There was something over a
dozen men in the saloon, all of them standing at the bar counter.
He recognized Charlie Cromwell, the pompous-mannered town doctor, the
look-alike Bob and Oliver Dexter and Miles Stone, when the talk
stopped and everybody turned to look toward him as he pushed
through the batwings. He could recall seeing the rest of the
customers at some time during his stopover in town but was unable
to name them nor did he know at what they worked. There was a
disquieting aura of guilt emanating from the group who looked not
to have been enjoying the drink before Steele interrupted them—like
they had been engaged in a shameful conspiracy and were now caught
between humiliation and resentment by the appearance of an
intruder.

The lone exception to this attitude was
Miles Stone, who was as ill-humored as the rest of the customers,
but was unabashed to see the Virginian. He gave a nod of greeting
and looked about to speak, before Dorothy Parsons got in first.

‘There’s a pitcher of water and
a basin in Billy’s room, Mr. Steele. And a pot simmerin’ on the
stove if you want to heat it up and clean up before you bed
down.’

‘Grateful to you, ma’am,’ he
answered as he weaved between the tables and went around the group
at the bar to go behind it, where the woman held aside the bead
curtain in the archway. As he tipped his hat to her and went on
through he could sense an air of relief fill the small saloon. And
then drinks were finished and fresh ones ordered in a tenor that
came close to being convivially normal for a saloon. After which,
as he took up Mrs. Parsons’ invitation to use hot water from the
pot in the kitchen to wash up and shave before he went to bed, the
volume of talk fell and became by contrast melancholy. The few
people he heard leave the Lone Pine did so without loud exchanges of farewells and
their departing footfalls were quickly masked by the wind rustling
the trees. But Steele did not remain awake long enough to hear
everyone press out between the batwings, for he soon drifted into
his usual shallow but restful sleep under the warm blankets and the
crisply clean sheet on the narrow bed in the spartanly furnished
and recently re-opened room of the Parsons’ absent son.

All was quiet and still in the
building when he came close to being fully awakened by the clop of hooves on
the street later. How much later he did not know. The wind had
stopped. He drifted back to sleep, then rose again to the threshold
of waking at the sound of voices in the Lone Pine. A man’s and a woman’s. The exchange
was brief and in low tones, followed by padding footfalls and the
closing of a door: both Dorothy and Bart Parsons taking pains not
to disturb the stranger in Billy’s room.

He came fully awake to a room filled with
sunlight filtered by the drapes at the single window, the smell of
frying bacon and the sound of distant hammering—metal on metal. He
washed up in the refreshingly cold water from the pitcher on the
bureau and scraped off the minor growth of bristles that had
sprouted since last night. The smell of hot coffee was mixed with
the aroma of bacon while he got dressed; and all the time the
metallic hammering rang out, the sound coming unmistakably from the
blacksmith forge of Chuck Naylor.

‘Mornin’ to you, mister,’
Dorothy Parsons greeted brightly as he entered the sun-bright and
redolent-with-breakfast kitchen. ‘It sure looks like it’s goin’ to
be a fine spring day.’

She was neatly turned out in a black dress
with a starched white apron. Her face glowed with happiness and her
hair gleamed from vigorous brushing. There was just one place set
at the scrubbed pine table under the window and she gestured for
Steele to sit down.

‘You and Mr.—’ he
started.

‘I never have but a cup of
coffee in the mornin’, mister. And Bart will likely sleep until
noon, that was how done in he looked when him and the rest of them
got back to town after three o’clock this mornin’. And no wonder,
all the miles they rode lookin’ for what wasn’t to be found. That’s
Chuck you can hear workin’ up at his place. On shoes for your
horse, I shouldn’t wonder. He’s young, of course. Half the age of
most of them that rode out with him. Got the stamina to handle it.
Or maybe he finds it easier to live with what happened … by keepin’
busy, I mean. That sufficient for you, mister? I can cook more.
Help yourself to coffee and bread.’

While she chattered on, moderating her
joyful tone just slightly when she spoke of the young blacksmith’s
grief, she served the seated Virginian with a heaped plate of crisp
fried bacon, two over-easy eggs, grits and beans. Her near rapture
at having her husband safely back with her was seemingly enhanced
by once again proving her skill as a plain cook and Steele was
reluctant to tell her that he didn’t normally eat breakfast,
either. And, when he was through eating it, he was glad he kept
quiet, for he felt pleasantly replete and eager to ride out on an
open trail again; without need to stop except to rest his horse
until he made night camp where he might or might not decide to cook
a second hot meal of the day.

The woman had left him to eat alone while
she went out into the saloon to clean up after last night’s
business. He could hear her humming tunefully and occasionally
sweetly singing snatches of the lyrics of a cheerful sounding folk
song. And sometimes it was almost as if Chuck Naylor was keeping
time as he hammered hot metal into shape on his anvil.

Steele left two dollars on the pine table in
the kitchen, under the empty mug beside the empty plate. Told the
woman who was sweeping dust out through the batwinged entrance only
that he had left his room rent there.

‘You’ll be leavin’ Barclay right
away this mornin’, mister?’ she asked as she rested on her broom,
and left a dust smudge on her forehead as she wiped beads of sweat
off her plain face with the back of a hand.

‘I was married once, ma’am,’ he
told her. ‘And I reckon one wedding is enough in this man’s
life.’

‘You were?’ She looked long and
hard into his quietly smiling face, as if she found it difficult to
visualize Steele with a wife. Then shrugged that it was not
important. ‘Was just goin’ to tell you. If you wanted to see the
Rexall weddin’, you’d have to stay for another night. Seems the men
ran into Rexall and his boy and Jansen, and Rexall made the same
offer he made in town. And agreed to do what young Chuck asked.
Leave today free for the buryin’ of Jane. Have the weddin’
tomorrow.’

The Virginian stepped out of
the Lone
Pine and
tipped his
hat with his right hand as he canted the Colt Hartford to his
shoulder with his left. Told the woman: ‘I reckon I’ve been to more
than enough funerals to last me a lifetime, Mrs.
Parsons.’

She looked like she had been about to start
singing again, but now expressed wistfulness as she shook her head
and murmured ruefully: ‘Just one is one too many, mister, in my
opinion.’

Steele responded with just a nod before he
started up the almost deserted street. And before he had taken more
than a dozen easy paces the woman burst into cheerful song again as
she continued with her cleaning chore: this mood far more in
keeping with the brightness and rising warmth of the early morning
as the town of Barclay awakened to face the new day. But now
chimneys other than those of the saloon and the blacksmith forge
began to expel the smoke of newly lit fires to darkly stain the
glaring blueness of the sky: as if to remind those with the
perception to see it as an unwitting sign that there was a joyless
task to be attended to this fine Sunday.

The Virginian had the imagination to make
the connection, but considered it for only as long as he glanced
with narrowed eyes up at the smoke-streaked sky. Then he saw a far
less subtle portent of the disposal of the dead that was to take
place in Barclay today. This the appearance on the trail between
the escarpment and the newly leafing stand of timber of a buckboard
with a single horse in the traces and just the driver riding on the
seat. The horse was white and the wagon was old. The woman was clad
entirely in black and despite having her face masked by a mourning
veil there was something about the way she held herself stiff and
erect on the center of the seat that suggested she was young.

Before she drove the buckboard
at a sedate pace in off the north trail, there had been just Steele
and Thelma Cromwell on the single street of Barclay—the fat town
gossip having emerged from the forge as he came out of the saloon.
This had doubtless been by coincidence, but when she saw him the
woman started to make undignified haste toward him. Then, whatever
she was so eager to tell him became temporarily unimportant as she heard the
wagon and horse approaching: halted and turned out front of the
livery stable to stare fixedly at the north trail.

A few moments later, as the Virginian
completed his catty-cornered crossing of the street at the livery,
the stockily-built, curly-haired Naylor stepped out of his forge.
He was unshaven and not fresh faced this morning, with patches
under his eyes as dark as the mourning band around his
shirt-sleeved right upper arm. He exchanged a brief glance with
Steele—just time for a tacit question to be posed and answered—and
then joined Thelma Cromwell in concentrating his attention on the
wagon. While the Virginian pulled open the livery door and stepped
inside.

‘You know who that is, don’t
you, Mr. Steele?’ the once pretty and now bloated woman asked in a
rasping whisper.

‘Reckon it would spoil it for
you if I said I did, ma’am?’ he answered as he went to get his gear
from the pegs outside the empty stall where his horse had been last
night.

‘That’s Mary-Ann Slattery, come
to see Vernon Dexter about buryin’ her husband, poor
woman.’

She had backed her bulky frame into the
doorway as she imparted the information, without shifting her
intensely interested gaze from the new widow who was steering the
buckboard to a halt out front of the funeral parlor diagonally
across the street. Steele, both his arms full again with his gear,
asked:

‘Pardon me, Mrs. Cromwell, but
I’d like to leave?’

The town gossip shot him a glowering
sideways glance and vented a throaty sound of irritable annoyance
as she stepped out of his path. Then growled as she returned her
shiny-eyed gaze across the street: ‘I wonder if she’ll allow him to
be buried here in town or if she has other plans?’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ Steele told
her.

‘Nor—’ she began to counter in a
sour tone.

‘It’s another funeral that isn’t
mine,’ he completed to curtail her protest.

 



Chapter Five

 


IN THE TIME it took Steele to amble from
the livery to the forge—on the way seeing that the gray-haired and
gray-faced Mrs. Brady was also rubbernecking the early morning
visitor to town from her window vantage point—Mary-Ann Slattery had
climbed down from the buckboard and been admitted to the funeral
parlor by Vernon Dexter. The way the black-clad, tall and slender
woman moved, further suggested that she was young.

‘Son of a bitch, it’s hard,
mister!’ Naylor rasped as he turned to lead the way into his
forge.

‘How’s that, feller?’

‘Figurin’ out if I hate her
because she was married to the guy killed Jane. Or if I pity her
because I know exactly how she feels. And all the time now at the
back of my mind is the idea that maybe there’s some truth in what
Thelma Cromwell told me.’

‘He out back in the
corral?’

‘Yeah. I know she’s a great one
for waggin’ her tongue for the sake of it, but that old busybody
has got it into her head the Rexalls are hidin’
somethin’.’

‘How much I owe you,
feller?’

‘Oh? Yeah, two bucks
okay?’

‘Fine. You know how much Butler
will want for a night’s livery service?’

‘Fifty cents plus feed is the
usual,’ the young blacksmith said absently, staring out of the open
doorway at the front of his forge as Steele went out the rear
door.

Then, while the Virginian was
attending to saddling up his newly shod stallion, Naylor returned
to the front of his place. And he briefly scowled his disgust as he
saw that Thelma Cromwell was crisscrossing the curving street in
undignified haste: banging on the doors of many houses and not
waiting until they were opened—called back over her fleshy shoulder
the news that Mary-Ann Slattery was up at Vernon Dexter’s parlor.
Then, an expression of sadness on the brink of tears in his dark
eyes indicating that he had reached an emotional conclusion about
his attitude toward her, the young blacksmith gazed across the
street as Mrs. Slattery and the undertaker emerged from the funeral
parlor, followed by Bob and Oliver Dexter carrying a completely
plain pine casket. All three men were unshaven and dressed in
rumpled work pants and old shirts. Vernon Dexter had taken the time
to place the high black hat on his near bald head.

‘If I give you three dollars,
you’ll see the liveryman gets paid?’ Steele asked as he led his
ready-for-riding horse from around the side of the
forge.

‘Sure, thanks,’ Naylor said,
accepting the proffered bills after a snatched glance at the
Virginian.

Then both men watched as, after the coffin
was loaded on the buckboard, the Dexter father and sons went back
inside the funeral parlor and Mary-Ann Slattery climbed up onto the
seat of the wagon with a formal dignity that acted to emphasize her
grieving isolation before an audience of almost the whole town,
gazing openly at her from on the street or surreptitiously from
behind curtained windows. Next, the veil that completely concealed
her face adding to the impression, she looked like an automaton as
she released the brake and flicked and tugged the reins to direct
the white horse into a tight turn.

Steele saw that the gelding was sway-backed
and dull-eyed, and that the buckboard was in a poor state of
repair. Then, when Mary-Ann Slattery reined the rig to a halt close
to where he and Naylor stood, he saw that the woman’s widow’s weeds
were old and darned and patched and ill-fitting.

‘Mrs. Slattery,’ the young
blacksmith greeted thickly as the buckboard creaked to a
stop.

The Virginian tipped his hat,
but guessed the gesture was either unseen or was ignored by the
woman he could now see was a blonde with a slender but distinctly feminine
body: for she seemed to be concerned solely with Naylor.

‘You and the girl who was killed
were betrothed to be married Mr. Dexter said?’ There was just the
suggestion of a Texas drawl in her voice—an attractive voice even
though she spoke now in a strained monotone that told of a powerful
emotion being tightly controlled.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Then at this moment I doubt if
there is anybody in this town who knows better than I the anguish
you are suffering, Mr. Naylor. You have my deepest sympathy in your
loss. And you also have my assurance that Neil Slattery had nothing
whatever to do with Jane Quinn’s death. But such a mere assurance
can count for nothing. Thank you for listening to me.’

She nodded a farewell and again Steele was
left with the feeling that the eyes that were unseen behind the
thick veil saw only Chuck Naylor. Then the reins were flicked and
the rig started to roll again. And Thelma Cromwell, the only person
on the street to try to get closer during the exchange out front of
the forge, now threw all attempt at artifice aside and broke from a
shuffling gait into an ungainly near run as she strove to be the
first outsider to learn what Mary-Ann Slattery had said.

‘You won’t forget to pay the
liveryman for me?’ Steele reminded as he swung up astride the
heavily ornamented black saddle on the back of the big black
stallion. And perhaps curtailed Naylor’s impulse to call something
in the wake of the departing buckboard.

‘No, no, I won’t forget,’ the
blacksmith said in a vague tone, with a cursory look at the bills
in his hand. Then he looked hard up at the mounted man to add with
conviction: ‘Son of a bitch, I believe her, mister!’

‘What’s she say, Chuck?’ Thelma
Cromwell wanted to know breathlessly, her heavily fleshed face high
in color from the exertion of her hurry. ‘She tell you the same as
I did? She say—’

‘Mrs. Cromwell,’ Naylor cut in
on her as Steele turned his horse and moved slowly off between the
tracks left by the wheelrims of the elderly buckboard.

‘Yes, Chuck?’

Wearily, the blacksmith asked: ‘How come you
got to be so fat?’

The woman vented an inarticulate sound of
indignation, then blurted: ‘Well, really, I don’t—’

‘I’m sorry,’ he interrupted
again and there was just a hint of the contrite in his tone. But he
added before he went back into his forge and slammed the door
behind him: ‘Does seem to me, though, that you hardly stop workin’
your mouth with talk to leave time to eat.’

Steele was too distant from the woman by
then to discern if it was another strangled grunt or a curse that
Thelma Cromwell hurled toward the closed door. And within moments,
as the more curious Barclay citizens converged on her to find out
what she had learned, he was out of sight of the town around the
curve of the trail beyond the white-faced escarpment: allowing the
horse to move at his own walking pace as Mary-Ann Slattery drove
the gelding at a fast walk and so steadily increased the distance
between the buckboard and the rider on her back trail.

Where the escarpment ceased to border the
trail on the right—turned sharply away toward the bright yellow
sun—the mixed timber and thick brush closed in on either side. And
the trail began to veer to left and right faster than it dipped and
climbed through a patch of densely wooded and sharply undulating
country. In which the buckboard was lost to both sight and hearing.
And it was with a stab of mild irritation with himself that the
Virginian discovered he had to make a conscious effort against an
impulse to ask for greater speed from his horse. Because, in normal
circumstances, he would at worst have expected to feel a sense of
relief at the prospect of never seeing the wagon or its driver
again: at best to experience indifference to whether he did or did
not.

It was that damn veil, he
decided as his mouthline tautened and his eyes narrowed to display
the self-anger on his face. If she had lifted it herself or he had
caught a glimpse behind it when it was stirred by a capricious
breeze, he would not now be troubled by this unfamiliar curiosity:
whether she was a provocative beauty or as homely as
Dorothy Parsons, it
would not have mattered to him. Or so he was telling himself as he
rode to the top of a curving grade and then felt the need to think
about the act of forming his features into their usual impassive
set, when Mary-Ann Slattery asked of him:

‘Will you help me,
please?’

She was neither a raving beauty nor was she
anywhere near as plain as the wife of the saloonkeeper back in
Barclay. She had a long, delicately bone structured face with,
today, a complexion that was understandably pale because of
bereavement, emphasized by the stark contrast with her mourning
garb. But she seemed to be a natural blonde and so was naturally
fair skinned. There were a few freckles scattered across her
slightly concave cheeks under her almond shaped light-blue eyes—the
lids of which were temporarily puffed from recent weeping. She had
a finely sculptured mouth and a shallow cleft in her chin. There
was, to her face as a whole, a stamp of determination, so that even
though she was asking him for help, Steele had the impression she
expected to be refused and felt confident of managing alone in that
event.

And as he reined his horse to a halt
alongside the stalled wagon and recognized such an attitude about
the woman, he revised his earlier decision about his response to
her. He had not been naively intrigued by the innate mystery of a
veil. He had subconsciously sensed a kindred spirit and until this
moment had been oblivious that it was a feeling of affinity with
her that had caused him to be drawn toward Mary-Ann Slattery. Who,
he saw as he tipped his hat to her before he swung down from the
saddle, was not as young as he had presumed her to be behind the
veil. Thirty-five, or perhaps even a year or so older, he guessed
from the suggestion of skin crinkling that was beginning to show
above the high neckline of her much-worn dress. But the unpainted
skin of her face was virtually free of wrinkles so that with the
careful application of cosmetics she could appear to be totally
without the blemishing of the aging process, he thought. And could
maybe look to be somewhere in the twenties, which was what he had
guessed from her body and the way she carried herself back in
town.

‘What’s the problem, Mrs.
Slattery?’ he asked, needing to look up at her now that he had
dismounted for she was on the buckboard seat, the reins in her
hands like she was ready to do it all herself the moment he turned
her down.

‘I was stupid. Not
concentrating. My mind on other things. I took the turn too
sharply. If you could just …’

‘Your problem’s no problem,
ma’am,’ the Virginian said, after making the conscious effort to
shift his gaze from the woman to the reason she was stuck. The
trail continued to swing to the right after it crested the rise,
but not so sharply as she had steered the broken-down gelding. The
horse and the front nearside wheel of the rickety buckboard had cut
the corner successfully, but the rear wheel had come up against the
stump of a long-ago-felled tree. Maybe a stronger horse could have
hauled the wheel up and over the foot-high stump. As it was, after
Steele had explained to the woman what he intended to do, he needed
to add his own strength to help the gelding back the wagon away
from the obstacle, since the wheelrim had sunk three inches into
the soft ground beside the stump. ‘There you go,’ he told the
woman, after she had complied with his signals to maneuver the
buckboard out onto the center of the trail.

‘I’m much obliged. Will you
accept fifty cents for your trouble?’

Steele swung up astride his horse and
started to shake his head. And Mrs. Slattery misconstrued his
intention and began to excuse:

‘I’m sorry, but it’s all the
money I have left on me after paying the undertaker in Barclay
for—’

The crackling fusillade of gunfire and
thudding impacts of the spray of bullets was a shattering intrusion
into the peace of the forest. That drew a strangled cry of alarm
from the woman as she stopped speaking; and from Steele a low groan
that matched the scowl which flitted briefly across his features.
This as he controlled his mount’s impulse to rear and maybe bolt,
and the gelding in the traces of the buckboard collapsed without a
sound, a massive amount of bright crimson torrenting from his
throat and head.

Steele slid the Colt Hartford
out of its boot as part of the same smooth series of actions that
took him from his saddle to the ground. Where he landed, sure-footed, with
the ready-cocked rifle in a firm, one-handed grip: just as there
was an interruption to the firing. Not an end to it, he knew, for
in the otherwise utter silence of the encircling timber, he heard
the unmistakable sounds of repeater rifle actions being pumped.
Within the confines of the surrounding near silence, the dead
gelding made small scratching sounds as his failing nervous system
caused jerky movements. And Mary-Ann Slattery was less noisy as she
scrambled down off the buckboard and threw herself beneath it.
Before the Virginian released the reins and cracked the flat of his
free hand on the rump of the stallion to set him into a gallop: but
across the rear of the wagon and into the timber instead of along
the open trail where he would have bolted in panic. Then another
volley of gunfire sprayed bullets down from a high point in the
trees some one hundred yards up the trail and just off it to the
left. And divots of dusty dirt, splintered slivers of wagon timber
and a single ricochet off a front wheelrim of the buckboard kicked
at or flew by Adam Steele as he dived for the same cover the woman
had already achieved.

‘This can’t be happening,’ she
said, sounding remarkably calm, and looking just as composed as she
toyed with the veiled hat that had been dislodged when she leapt
down off the buckboard seat.

But the Virginian gave her only the most
passing of glances and paid just scant attention to what she said
before he concentrated upon the area among the tree tops through
which gunsmoke drifted lazily in the morning sunlight—saw this
mist-like effect as he heard again the familiar scraping of metal
on metal that signaled fresh bullets being jacked into breeches as
expended shell cases were ejected. Then, perhaps more in impulsive
anger at allowing himself to be bushwhacked than for simple effect
and the wishful thought that he would hit one of the riflemen, he
squeezed off a shot of his own. And stayed his gloved finger on the
trigger after thumbing back the hammer: heard the woman who was
sprawled at his side in a similarly prone position confirm that a
scream of pain had been yelled from the direction in which he had
fired.

‘You hit one,
mister.’

He continued to aim the rifle out from
between the front wheels of the buckboard, canted upwards across
the inert rump of the dead horse, but now looked longer and harder
at Mary-Ann Slattery. Who was almost a ravishing beauty in her
present state of high excitement that verged on hysterical triumph.
There were patches of color in her cheeks, camouflaging the
freckles, and there was a fervid glow in her eyes that in
combination with the way her hair had tumbled down at either side
of her face gave her a look of wantonness.

Then a single shot cracked out of the trees,
sounding anti-climactic in the wake of the earlier barrages of
gunfire. So that it seemed right and proper when the bullet thudded
harmlessly into a tree trunk far wide of the target. Somebody
whimpered in pain and more than a single voice was raised in
rasping complaint, but the sense of what was said did not reach the
rifle-aiming man and the hat-mangling woman beneath the wagon.

The sounds of men climbing astride horses
quickly followed by the clatter of hooves as the mounts were urged
to an immediate gallop were not preceded by those that would have
been made by the ambushers dropping to the ground. But Steele had
never, after his initial thoughts when the gunshots were first
exploded, considered that the riflemen had climbed trees to gain a
height advantage over the route of their intended victims.

‘Are you all right, Mrs.
Slattery?’ he asked, after he had wriggled out from under the wagon
and come erect: and just as the thudding of hooves diminished into
nothing in the distance.

‘It could be a trick, couldn’t
it?’ she asked, remaining where she was, and eyeing him with
healthy apprehension rather than debilitating fear as he extended a
hand toward her.

‘Reckon there were four of them,
ma’am. With one hurt real bad, left three. They had us cold, so
there’s no need for trickery.’

She did some more toying with
her hat—he guessed to wipe sweat off her flesh—before she held out
her hand so that he could help her up from under the buckboard. She did
not shake and there was a mundane style to the way in which she
brushed the dust of the trail off her black dress. But her mind was
not on the simple chore and she curtailed it suddenly to look up
and eye the Virginian levelly.

‘I’m sorry, Mr. …?’

‘Adam Steele.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr. Steele. Of
course I knew it was happening. I’m not usually inclined to get
hysterical. But my nerves have been shot to … you must know that it
is the body of my husband that is—’

‘Yes, ma’am. I know. There’s no
need to apologize to me. I’ll go find my horse and harness him to
the wagon.’

He glanced once more along the trail and up
at the sun-bright tops of the trees from where the gunfire had been
aimed. There was not a wisp of smoke to be seen there now, and the
only sounds from this and other areas of the encircling timber were
made by birds as they tentatively made their presence heard
again.

‘When I started to say I only
had but fifty cents on me,’ the woman called after him as he turned
and moved off the trail to enter the trees in the wake of his
horse.

But she did not continue when he made a
dismissive gesture with a hand above the shoulder to which the Colt
Hartford was not sloped. Then they were lost to each other’s sight
because of the intervening tree trunks and high brush. Because of
the denseness of this brush, and the quick ending of the gunfire,
the black stallion had not gone too far into the timber and had
left plenty of easy-to-follow signs. So that Steele was able to
locate him in just a few minutes: found him cropping contentedly on
an area of lush grass in a sunlit clearing.

There was just a trace of the crusted foam
of dried sweat on his coat behind the bedroll but he was otherwise
none the worse for his experience with fear of the unknown. The
Virginian reckoned that the vaguely resentful look the horse gave
him when he started to lead him back was due more to leaving the
good grass than the prospect of returning to the trail.

While he was gone to retrieve
the stallion, the woman had not been idle—she had freed the traces from
the gelding with the three bloodied gunshot wounds in his head and
throat.

‘I’d have taken care of that,
Mrs. Slattery,’ Steele told the woman who had also brushed every
speck of dust from her mourning dress and reset the hat on her
head—most of her hair pushed up inside the crown again but with the
veil still held off her face.

‘Just as I shudder to think I
may have become hysterical, Mr. Steele, so I’d hate to be the
helpless-in-troubled-times kind of female. I only wish I had the
money to—’

‘I already told you, Mrs.
Slattery,’ he cut in as he began to take the saddle and bedroll off
his horse.

‘But not only are you helping
me,’ she insisted, adamantly determined to put her point of view
without interruption. ‘You have seemingly placed yourself in
considerable danger by doing so.’

She looked pointedly at the dead horse as
Steele loaded his gear on the back of the buckboard, alongside the
plain pine box.

‘Only one thing is sure about
that shooting, ma’am,’ the Virginian answered as he led the
stallion past where she stood at the side of the rig and began to
harness him.

‘Oh?’

‘It’s not the first time
somebody took a shot at me.’

‘I gathered that, from the way
you responded, Mr. Steele. Shall I get on?’

She signaled her intention to
climb aboard and he nodded for her to do so, while he was still
busy with the traces and could not help her; nor could he keep his
gaze averted from the slender length of her body as its
unmistakably feminine shape was emphasized by the fabric of the
dress being pulled tight during the moves she made. She did not
look back at him until she was seated, suitably prim again, on the
center of the seat; but he could almost suspect she had been aware
of the erotic impression she had created for him. Then he dismissed
the notion from his mind, displacing it with a much more reasonable
explanation—given the circumstances. That Mary-Ann Slattery was
determined to do for herself all that she could without help—was
not even prepared to accept a courteous offer of assistance to get
aboard her dilapidated buckboard. And as he climbed up to sit down
beside her, she gave strength to this reasoning by claiming the
driver’s position on the seat and taking up the reins.

‘I’ll drive. Perhaps you’d best
be on watch for further attacks?’

It had started out to sound something like a
command, but she moderated her tone and also altered the set of her
features so that it finished up as a suggestion.

‘Provided you can stay on the
trail, ma’am,’ Steele answered and experimented with a slightly
mocking smile as he turned to shift his saddle a little to one
side—so that the stock of the rifle jutting from the boot was more
easily to hand.

She looked sharply at him and he thought she
was ready to flare with anger. But she elected to consider,
rightly, that he was not patronizing her and a softness that came
close to hinting at a gentle smile appeared in her tear-puffed blue
eyes when she replied: ‘I promise.’

She was now driving a strong stallion that
was a saddle horse unused to hauling a rig. And as she cautiously
but firmly set the buckboard rolling and steered it around the
carcass of the gelding with the fly-infested wounds, the Virginian
found yet more common ground with this woman. For she obviously
knew horses. Level with the place in the timber from where the
ambushers had opened fire he asked her to halt the rig. And took
his rifle with him merely out of habit when he moved off to check
out the area.

In amongst the trees he had to
clamber up a steep but conveniently rugged rocky rise to locate the
riflemen’s vantage point some forty feet above the trail. Where,
from the brush covered ridge he was not able to see the buckboard
in its new position, but through the foliage of the intervening
trees he had a partially obscured view of the dead horse and its
immediate surroundings. He merely glanced in this direction before
he gave his attention to the sign on the ridge. And from the number
of spent shell cases ejected by the repeater rifles, combined with
the more difficult to read sign of foot and hoof prints, confirmed he
had been correct in his estimate of four ambushers. The one who was
shot had not lost a serious amount of blood here on the ridge,
before they all mounted up and rode away northwards—the ground
falling away from the high point more gradually in this direction.
At least one of the riflemen smoked cigars and one
cigarettes.

When he was almost back at the trail after
his brief survey of the ambush site, Steele saw the woman a second
or so before she glimpsed him among the trees. Which was just long
enough for him to recognize anxiety close to anguish on her pale
face under the battered hat—before she got her emotions under firm
control as she called:

‘Did you learn anything of
importance, Mr. Steele?’

He got back on the seat at her side and slid
the Colt Hartford into the boot before he answered: ‘There were
four of them. The one who was hit either died fast, was only
scratched or they were able to stop the bleeding quickly.’

‘I hope he dies slow,’ she said
as she started the rig rolling. And Steele directed a surprised
glance at her, as the rasping tone totally robbed her voice of its
attractiveness. But if she had expressed on her face the extent of
bitter hatred that had sounded in her tone, he was too late to see
it in her profile. And the emotion he had heard was not so
all-consuming that she was unaware of him surveying her. ‘I’m
sorry,’ she offered. ‘I have no wish to burden you with …’ She
shook her head vigorously and for stretched seconds was lost for
words to express her feelings. Then, as the Virginian was about to
speak, went on in a tone that was melancholic but a long way from
self-pitying: ‘What makes helplessness the harder to take is not
having the money to repay the kindness of those who go out of their
way to—’

‘There’s just me, Mrs.
Slattery,’ he told her. ‘And since I’m not headed anywhere in
particular I can’t be going out of my way. Add to this that I was
in the line of fire when those fellers started shooting back there
and so I’ve got some business to do now and—’

‘But it was my fault,’ she
insisted.

‘—one more addition, ma’am,’
Steele continued as if there had been no interruption. ‘You’re a
new widow. I’m an orphan from long ago.’ He patted the hip pocket
of his suit pants and experimented with another quiet smile when
she eyed him quizzically as he explained: ‘And right now my funds
are in better shape than yours.’

 



Chapter Six

 


HIS COLD, READY-TO-WARM smile was not
reciprocated by Mary-Ann Slattery and the Virginian turned his full
attention to the sunlit and shaded timber on all sides of the slow
moving, quietly creaking wagon. While she seemed to need all her
concentration to make good her promise to keep steering the rig
along the center of the trail that had ceased to dip and rise but
continued to cut a meandering route among the trees and brush and
outcrops of overgrown rock.

After perhaps ten minutes of silence between
them, the woman said suddenly but in a soft voice: ‘I know you were
attempting to lift my spirits with a sort of joke, Mr. Steele. But
the mere idea of accepting charity … Neil and I were never more
alike than in this respect … it chills me to the very bone.’

‘Don’t they say as cold as
charity, ma’am?’

‘I just wanted you to know that
I understood your intention. And I’m certain that I have made my
viewpoint known to you by now?’

‘Yes, Mrs. Slattery,’ he replied
evenly, but felt a tautness across the skin of his face as he
needed to make an effort to keep a scowl from taking possession of
his features. ‘But ever since those fellers started to shoot at me,
I reckon I’ve been having too many uncharitable notions to spare
time for …’ He allowed the comment to remain unfinished as he did a
double take at a point along the trail some fifty feet ahead of the
easily walking stallion.

‘Is something wrong, Mr.
Steele?’ the woman asked nervously.

‘No. Just found the place where
a bunch of riders came out of the timber.’ He pointed. ‘And onto
the trail.’

‘The ones who tried to kill
me?’

‘A safe bet, I reckon.’ He
leaned to the side as the buckboard came level with the sign that
showed where shod horses had emerged from the trees, their hooves
moving off the soft ground of the forest floor and onto the dust
powdered hard-packed dirt of the trail. There was nothing
distinctive about any of the shoes and the shot man had not been
dropping blood. So, within a few yards, the sign was lost amid the
confusion of other hoofprints and wheelrim marks that showed all
along the heavily used trail.

‘There seems little point in
taking the trouble to find out where they went, Mr. Steele,’
Mary-Ann Slattery said, but waited until he had given up peering at
the trail and was seated erect at her side again before she
explained: ‘Since I know who they are. Or, rather who ordered them
to try to kill me. I doubt the Rexalls themselves actually skulked
about in the woods waiting for me to come by.’

‘How far is it to the Rexall
home?’

‘I think about five miles from
the town to there.’ She took one hand off the reins to gesture with
it. They were on a straight stretch of trail now and the position
of the sun above the thinning-out forest showed the buckboard was
rolling due north. The woman was indicating a north west direction.
‘Not far from here the trail forks. That spur goes to the quarries,
and on by to the Rexall place. Our shack … my shack, that’s out
along the other spur. It’s not really a trail. Just a track made by
the prospectors in the old days when there was a little silver to
be mined in the area. Just something over a mile from where the
main trail goes off toward the quarries, Mr. Steele. If I could
just have the use of your animal to bring Neil’s body all the way
home?’

‘Sure thing, Mrs.
Slattery.’

‘I’m much obliged.’

There was another lengthy
silence between them, but they were comfortable during the
undemanding pause while the woman endured her grief and the man
reflected upon an attractive notion to overlook the shooting
incident back down the trail, to take the widow and her newly dead
husband home and go on about the pleasantly vague and
unexacting business
that had engaged him before the need to have the stallion shod drew
him to Barclay.

‘You had business in town?’
Mary-Ann Slattery asked at length.

Just as Steele dismissed the compelling
prospect of riding away from this trouble in which he was now
involved. He answered: ‘Just needed to have the local blacksmith
attend to my horse, ma’am. Not in any kind of business right now.
Looking for a place to raise horseflesh.’

‘Oh,’ she exclaimed, softly but
quite obviously in surprise. And he was conscious of her sidelong
glance at him—guessed she was trying to see if he was lying about
himself, or at least not telling the entire truth. But then she
became resigned to not knowing, and yet more peaceful minutes went
by between them as they ran clear of the forest and started through
a patch of undulating meadowland country featured just here and
there with small stands of timber and thickets of brush. There was
a small lake ahead of them, the cloudless sky and yellow sun
reflected in its utterly still surface. The air was clear and warm
and aromatic with the more subtle scents of nature. It was a
glimpse of this scene between trees from a distance that in
combination with the perfection of the spring morning weather had
nudged the Virginian’s thoughts toward taking up again his
interrupted search for a piece of land where he could set up in the
horse-breeding business. And now that he saw these rolling, green,
well-watered acres at close quarters there was no doubt that they
came close to being an example of the ideal for which he was
searching.

But it was a flawed example.
There was a dead man in the back of the buckboard and a woman in
black at his side. Not for the first time during his long and often
not so purposeful quest for a place to put down some fresh roots,
events had conspired to involve him in violent troubles that were
unconnected with his aims and hopes—except to the extent that he
knew he could not ride away from them and find contentment in his
brand of paradise. He no longer questioned why this should be, and
now he briefly scowled his displeasure that the fates which ruled
him should deem it necessary to provide him with such a crudely
obvious exemplification that he still had dues to pay on the dark
side of human existence, before he was allowed back to where the
living might be easy.

‘Looks to be where the side
track goes off,’ he said with a short hand gesture along the
trail.

‘That’s right,’ the woman
answered in a pensive tone, and when Steele glanced at her he saw
what looked like the start of a smile in the set of her mouth. ‘It
goes off through those trees in back of the lakeshore. Neil and me
had a plan … a dream, I suppose …?’ She shook her head, not liking
the second choice, either. And the smile that hardly got started
now ended. ‘We were going to build a home on the lake. When things
began to go well for us.’

‘It’s a good spot, Mrs.
Slattery.’

‘I saw you thought so. The way
you were looking at it.’

She steered the rig to the right where the
trail curved to the left into the fold between two hills. And the
surface passing beneath the wheels of the buckboard was abruptly
less smooth: the wagon-wide track between the shingled side of the
small lake and an extensive stand of pine wood not packed down
solid by daily traffic. After it was obvious to the woman that her
companion was not going to take the verbal bait she put down, she
went on:

‘I can’t think that anybody ever
came out to this area between the last of the prospectors leaving
and Neil and me coming here—be two weeks ago tomorrow.’

It had been in a time of rainy
weather that the silver grubbers had abandoned their search, and
since then the elements had been left to do their worst. And the
stallion had to step carefully to avoid the deepest of the
fissures, while the woman did not even try to steer the wagon
wheels clear of ancient ruts and prints inscribed in once sticky
mud now dried to rock-like hardness. Both Mary-Ann Slattery and
Adam Steele held onto the handrails at either side of the seat as
the wagon made a jolting, swaying, pitching and rolling progress.
At the side of the mile long and two-hundred-yard-wide stretch of
crystal-clear water for a quarter of its length, then gently
climbing up a grade among thickening timber. With, here and there
on both sides of the roughened track, haphazard evidence of the
region’s erstwhile silver mining period. Holes in the ground and in
the faces of low cliffs in clearings where felled trees not
required for tunnel props or shack building or fuel had been left
to rot. Heaps of rock and earth. Broken and rusted shovels and
picks and unidentifiable pieces of reddened metal. And shacks in
varying states of disrepair—from a pile of rubble with just the
doorframe still standing to the place where Mary-Ann and her
ill-fated husband had come almost two weeks ago.

‘We were just getting started to
make it habitable,’ the woman offered in apology as she reined the
stallion to a halt on the trail, and neatly wound the reins around
the brake lever like she thought it was essential to keep herself
busy with something. ‘It was going to be some time before we could
do much more than dream about building our home on the lake, so we
were determined to have this place as comfortable as possible.’ The
moment Steele began to climb down off the buckboard, so did she at
the other side. And he again thought she was anxious not to be
helped with anything she could do herself. ‘I think you’ll see this
inside … if you choose to step inside, that is? For a cup of
coffee, maybe? Of course, Neil had his job to go to at the
Rexall Quarry
Company. So
there was just the one whole Sunday and some time when he got home
from work each evening for him to get on with fixing up the place.
I did as much as I could.’

She started to catalog what she had
contributed to the renovation of the old miner’s shack and its
surroundings as she led the way to it from the buckboard.
Apparently needing the therapy of talk to occupy her during this
time when there were no chores to do.

This old claim was near the
crest of the hill that rose up from the shore of the lake, the
serene waters of which could be seen flashing with sunlight in
patches between the pine trees. There was a small cliff rearing up
at the back of the area cleared of trees between it and the track
that wound northwards through the timber, and it was into this that
the prospector in years gone by had bored his tunnel. He had built
his shack close by the adit, so that the face of the
forty-foot-high
rock formed the rear wall. The side and front walls were of pine
logs and so was the roof.

The place was in a better state of
preservation than any others Steele had seen on the timbered
hillside and showed few signs on the exterior of having been
patched up by the Slatterys. But a lot of hard labor had been
expended on cleaning up the area out front and to the sides of the
shack—rotting tree trunks, rusting junk and the displaced slag
taken out of the mine having been hauled from every corner of the
clearing and put into one heap on the other side of the adit from
the shack.

‘I said we should dump all of it
right into the tunnel, Mr. Steele,’ the woman told him as they
reached the door of the shack. And the start of a smile turned up
the ends of her mouth again as she reflected on a pleasant memory.
‘But though he was a very practical man in many ways, Neil could be
a dreamer sometimes. Dreams that could come true—like the house on
the lake. And those that were as crazy as wishing for the moon.
Like he said we shouldn’t block off the mine until we’d had a real
good look inside to make sure there wasn’t a rich seam the
prospector missed finding. I’ll light the stove and fix us some
coffee?’

The Virginian was not paying too much
attention to what Mary-Ann Slattery was saying, since he had
guessed she was talking just for the sake of having something to
do. But when she asked him again about coffee, and this time with a
searching look that insisted on a response, he had to jolt himself
out of a reverie over something she had said.

‘Coffee sounds good, Mrs.
Slattery,’ he told her, and abandoned the depressing train of
thought concerned with whether his plans for a horse-breeding
spread would ever reach fruition or if they were tantamount to
wishing for the moon. Then asked: ‘Do you have a spot picked out
for burying your husband, ma’am?’

He had remained outside the
shack as she went in and attended to opening the shutters of the
unglazed windows to either side of the doorway. His agreement had
cheered her as she opened one pair of shutters. But then she froze
and vented a low gasp as she stood by the second window and he
reminded her of a chore to be done that she dreaded.
But she was in the
grip of dread for just a second or so before she composed herself
and continued with what she was doing as she answered:

‘I thought over at the foot of
the rock in the corner of the clearing, Mr. Steele. Beyond where we
piled all the debris. It’s a spot that gets the sun from early
morning until late afternoon. But I’m not so sure now that I did
the right thing in bringing Neil away from town. What if I find I
can’t stay here? With the memories? Or for more practical reasons?
Maybe it would have been better to let him be buried in Barclay? At
least the cemetery beside the church is tended, even if all the
graves don’t get taken care of anymore?’

Her intonation made each statement a query.
But she was merely questioning her own judgment. And she went on
speaking aloud her doubts as she began to lay a fire in the stove,
after the Virginian was no longer in the doorway; had reached into
the single-room shack to get a shovel and carry it along with his
rifle to the spot at the corner of the clearing where she wanted
the body interred.

It was an almost new shovel and he set to
work with it as soon as he had taken off his suit jacket and hung
it over the much older rifle that he leaned against the face of the
rock. This as Mary-Ann Slattery curtailed her useless ramblings and
made just small sounds while she got the fire laid and lit and
started a pot of coffee. Smoke curled from the chimney at the ridge
of the low pitch roof and then the aroma of coffee became mixed
with the tang of woodsmoke in the pine scented, sun-bright air of
mid-morning. By the time she brought out of the shack two tin mugs
of coffee the grave shape hole was sunk a foot into the ground.

‘I’m grateful to you,’ he said
as he thrust the shovel into the earth and accepted one of the
mugs.

She had taken off the mangled hat so that
once more her blonde hair hung freely down at either side of her
pale face with its sparse patches of freckles. Her blue eyes looked
filled with moisture and he wasn’t sure if she had done some more
crying while she made the coffee.

‘You didn’t have to do this, Mr.
Steele,’ she countered, and her tone was too hard as she struggled
to keep her grief in taut check. ‘Please feel free to leave any time after
you’ve finished your coffee.’

‘I told you, Mrs. Slattery. I’ve
got business in this area since those fellers shot at me. I have to
stay here for a while and I reckon I might just as well make myself
useful as kick my heels until I wait for them to make another
try.’

‘Another try? You think …?’ She
glanced nervously around and sorrow diminished in relation to
expanding fear as the familiar scene on all sides of her suddenly
took on a sinister aspect. Then she gazed intently at him as she
said earnestly: ‘I don’t want there to be any more killing, Mr.
Steele. Perhaps what happened back on the trail was meant just as a
warning? If you went on about the business that engaged
you—’

The coffee was too hot to drink right away,
and as Steele set down the mug and picked up the shovel, the woman
broke off what she was saying.

‘You see, Mrs. Slattery, it’s a
matter of principle with me,’ the Virginian explained as he began
to rhythmically shovel dirt out of the grave in the making. ‘Now I
don’t know if you staged getting the buckboard stuck or if it was a
genuine—’

‘Staged it?’ Her indignation
looked and sounded genuine. ‘And arranged to have four men shoot
out of hiding and kill my horse and—’

‘Not the ambush, Mrs. Slattery,’
he cut in on her, shaking his head as he continued to dig the
grave. ‘But I reckon you might have run your rig off the trail,
knowing I was coming up close behind you. And once I’d given you a
hand to get rolling again …?’ He gave her an up-from-under look
without interrupting his digging, and then added a quietly boyish
smile as her mouth worked but no sounds emerged. But whether she
was dumbstruck with indignation or by anger that he had seen
through her ploy, it was not possible for him to tell. ‘Don’t know
and right now I don’t much care,’ he went on, impassive again in
the wake of the smile. ‘Since it could be you saved my
life.’

‘Saved your life?’ She was truly
astonished now.

‘It was me they tried to kill,
ma’am.’

She moved her lips again,
obviously intent upon arguing the point with him. But then he met the gaze in
her moist looking eyes with a tacit challenge that caused her to
immediately abandon the protest. And she whirled away from him and
blurted: ‘Oh God, I’m going to start to cry again and I didn’t want
…’

She lunged into an awkward run and staggered
into the shack, spilling coffee from her mug. She slammed the door
closed behind her but with the shutters open at the glassless
windows Steele could hear her body-wrenching sobs. His horse
whinnied in a way that made the sound like an equine laugh of
derision. And the Virginian took time off from digging the grave to
drink some coffee. Glanced from the shack to the stallion and back
again. Muttered sourly:

‘Yeah, seems whatever I have in
mind to do, it’s just bound to come to grief.’

 



Chapter Seven

 


MARY-ANN SLATTERY
SAID, as she
straightened up from kneeling beside the elongated heap of fresh
dug earth that as yet was the only sign of a grave at the foot of
the rock face: ‘Neil was a carpenter and a good one. He had plenty
of work in New Orleans. But he just didn’t like to live in the
city.’ She sighed as she came fully erect after brushing crumbs of
dirt off the skirts of the mourning dress. ‘Nor the kind of country
around there, either, come to that. Had a hankering to come to the
west. Like a great many others, I guess. With a dream, but not just
that. As a skilled tradesman he and I knew we could always get by
anywhere there were people who needed articles made of wood. And
how many people don’t, Mr. Steele? Ordinary, settled down people, I
mean?’

It was early afternoon now and
the sky above this timbered hill in north Texas was still
cloudless. And the pine-fresh air laced with woodsmoke and cooking
and coffee continued to be pleasantly warmed by the sun that had
not yet dipped low enough down the southwestern dome of the sky to
lose much of its heat and glare. The grave had been dug, the casket
lowered into it and the dirt replaced before noon. The woman had
remained in the shack for most of the time this took, at first just
weeping. Then she prepared and set a meal to cooking. Either she
kept a check on how the chore was progressing or she sensed when
the inexpertly dug grave was ready to receive the body of her
husband. For she came out into the sunlight, blinking in the glare
but dry-eyed, as Steele started toward the buckboard parked on the
track. And, without speaking a word herself, helped him to carry
the pine box from wagon to graveside and ease it down into the open earth.
Her expression as impassive as his, she complied with each
instruction he gave, then nodded when he thanked her and stood
peering down at the unmarked lid of the coffin for no more than ten
seconds before she turned and slowly went back into the shack. Her
eyes remained dry.

She emerged again just as
Steele moved the final shovelful of earth onto the grave mound:
told him lunch was ready and that he should go in the house and
help himself without saving anything for her since she was not
hungry. There was a brittleness in her tone and an almost
mechanical rigidness in the way she carried herself. And this,
allied with the beseeching look in her now unblinking eyes, warned
the Virginian that this woman was poised on the edge of reason and
that the merest upset would likely send her plunging into an
emotional state beyond hysteria from which there might not be any
return. And so he followed her suggestions without pausing to
retrieve his rifle and the suit jacket draped over it from against
the rock wall. Once inside the crudely built and spartanly
furnished shack, deviated from her scheme by first washing the dirt
and sweat of the grave digging chore off his face, then had to
leave some of the sowbelly and grits in the skillet for her because
she had cooked far too much for one stomach. He looked out of the
doorway at her just once before he sat down at the table close to
one end of the single-room shack and started to eat. And saw that
she appeared to be serenely composed as she knelt at the foot of
the grave, her head tilted so that her chin rested on the knuckles
of her hands clasped against her throat. Then he ate this second
cooked meal of the day, conscious of the utter peace of the
surrounding woodland—it seemed that even the birds and the
landbound creatures on the hill were respecting Mary-Ann Slattery’s
need for solitude and silence. Then, the meal eaten, Steele poured
himself a mug of coffee and, in moving cautiously about the tiny
home, he saw that although the table and two chairs, the bed and
the storage chest, the closet for clothing and the locker for
kitchen utensils were all made of simple pine and were unpainted or
ornamented in any way, all the furniture was expertly constructed—smooth,
square cornered and perfectly jointed.

‘I’m all through if you’re all
through, Mr. Steele,’ the woman called as he poured himself a
second mug of coffee. And he went to stand on the threshold of the
shack: was more than a little relieved to see that her expression
and posture matched her tone of voice as she stayed down on her
knees for a final few seconds. She had come back from the brink of
a brand of grief-triggered insanity and now was of sound and
practical mind without need of self-consciously acting what in
normal times was her natural role.

‘Your husband make the furniture
in this place, Mrs. Slattery?’ Steele asked, purposely making the
reference to the dead man—to test the extent of her recovery from
delayed shock.

And this was when she got up from her knees
and responded with the potted history of her married life in New
Orleans and here. Then, before Steele was able to reply to her
rhetorical query, she showed him a fleeting smile and went on:
‘Thank you. It’s good to know I can talk about Neil without
blubbering. For a while there this morning, I thought I was going
to spend the rest of my life crying.’

‘Was he working as a carpenter
for the Rexall Company, Mrs. Slattery?’ the Virginian asked and saw the
smile, that perhaps had never reached warmth into the blueness of
her almond shaped eyes, fade from her mouthline, as he stepped out
of the doorway and went toward the buckboard.

‘No, not for the company. Rexall
is having a room built on his place. A billiard room, I think. He
has big ideas and the money to indulge them. Neil hired on to
handle the lumber part of the construction. That was the reason he
was working yesterday. When all the quarry company men had the day
off—as a holiday to celebrate Tom Rexall’s wedding. Since the
marriage was due to be today and everyone has Sunday off as a
matter of course. Sorry, Mr. Steele.’

‘What for, Mrs. Slattery?’ he
asked as he led the buck-board-hauling stallion off the trail
toward the side of the shack where ruts in the ground showed it was
usually parked.

‘I think … I hope I’ve managed
to conquer my grief. But I don’t suppose I’ll ever get over the
bitterness I feel now toward the Rexalls. And if I sound as acid as the
name tastes on my tongue I must appear a real shrew of a
…’

He was busy taking his horse from the traces
of the wagon that he had backed up tight to the cliff face. He
thought she had become lost for a way to finish what she was
saying, and started to fill the pause. Asked: ‘You want to tell me
how your husband got to …’

Now he let a sentence hang incomplete in the
warm, sunlit air of the clearing as he heard the sounds that had
captured her attention a few seconds earlier. The sounds of hooves
on hard packed ground as a number of shod horses came slowly up the
hill, their intrusion once more silencing the fauna that had been
chirping and whistling, scuttling and scurrying in the background
while Steele and the woman talked.

Because of where she stood on the other side
of the shack’s façade from where he tended to the horse, Mary-Ann
Slattery saw the riders first. And the sharp intake of breath with
which she reacted caused Steele to stare briefly but intently at
her. Saw that she came close to a relapse into a kind of madness,
but in less than a second recognized the danger and was able to
compose herself behind a momentary squeezing close of her eyes.
When she snapped them open, she was even able to allow the
concerned Virginian a weak but grateful smile.

He looked back at the trail then, and
between the intervening tree trunks was able to recognize some of
the group of riders even before the whole bunch emerged into full
view at the front of the clearing. Where, at a raised hand signal
from the bronzed complexioned, white-haired and immaculately
dressed Duke Rexall, they all reined in their mounts. Remained in
their saddles and on the track as they all aped the elder Rexall
again and half turned the horses so that they faced across the
clearing to the shack with Adam Steele on one side of it and
Mary-Ann Slattery on the other.

This time it was not Duke
Rexall who held the lead line on the horse with a blanket-wrapped
corpse slumped over its saddle—this rope-tied shroud heavily
bloodstained, like its inert contents had bled from many more than
one wound. And there was some dried blood on the hands that hung out
at one end of the blanket roll, too. Tom Rexall who sat his horse
beside his father and Ambrose Jansen who was next in the row of
grim-faced, presently-silent men were also not hampered by the
corpse-carrying horse. Which was in the charge of either Bob or
Oliver Dexter. Both the sons of the Barclay mortician were in the
deputation-like group, but Steele could not tell one from the
other. The short and rotund and pompous looking town doctor was
also along. And he also recognized Bart Parsons and Charlie
Cromwell. Four other men—three of them of an age with Duke Rexall
and as dudishly dressed as him and one much younger and dressed in
work denims—completed the group of a dozen live escorts for the
dead man. Nobody wore a gun belt and every rifle boot was empty.
There was resentment rather than threat in most of the gazes that
were divided evenly between the man and the woman flanking the
shack. While the square- and pale-faced Tom Rexall glowered
hatefully at only Steele, the flabby and acne-scarred Ambrose
Jansen avoided looking at him, and the young man in denim pants and
shirt eyed the Virginian with a brand of challenging mockery that
came close to being a smile of derision.

‘I’m not looking to horn in on
your family business, fellers,’ Steele said evenly, after scanning
the entire line of men. And addressed the Dexter brothers who
flanked the corpse-burdened horse.

‘What new infamy have you
committed that you’ve come to flaunt in front of me, Mr. Rexall?’
Mary-Ann Slattery asked, and her choice of phraseology, her level
tone and the total lack of expression on her pale face was more
effective in unsettling Rexall and some of the others than would
have been a whole lexicon of obscenity and insult hurled in a
harridan’s voice powered by glowering high temper.

‘It was not my decision alone to
bring him up here on the way to town, ma’am,’ the elder Rexall
said, red faced with the effort of checking his anger under the
scrutiny of his allies as well as the woman and Steele. He gestured
with a hand along the line of mounted men. ‘You see here some
guests to the wedding from the east. They have no ax to
grind, as it were,
in the matter of this new tragedy that has taken place. Also there
are some townspeople from Barclay you may or may not know. Young
Naylor knew them and they knew him. Dr. Preston and the
Dext—’

‘Are you saying that’s the
Barclay blacksmith in the blanket?’ the woman asked, after she
swallowed hard and took time to make sure the effects of this new
shock were under control.

‘Yes, Mrs. Slattery,’ the town
doctor supplied. ‘The body was rather badly mutilated but is
undoubtedly that of Chuck Naylor.’

‘Mutilated?’ Steele
posed.

‘You wanna see, mister?’ the
blond-haired, green-eyed, powerfully-built, thirty-year-old
denim-clad man invited with a sneer.

‘Quit it, Dick!’ Jansen
growled.

‘I hardly think the lady would—’
either Bob or Oliver Dexter started.

‘It happened at the quarries
this morning,’ Duke Rexall cut in, concentrating his attention on
the Virginian after directing a rebuking glower at the green-eyed
blond man. ‘Dick Sayers and Ambrose, Tom and Ed Vincent were doing
some maintenance work on one of our rock crushers. Started up the
engine to test her—’

‘And what comes down the endless
belt in with the crushed rock, mister, but Naylor,’ Tom Rexall
said, purposely not looking at his father. ‘He must have come out
to spy on us. Maybe was planning on making Ambrose and me pay for
Neil Slattery killing his girl. Whatever, he must have been in the
hopper, or fell in after Dick set the engine running.’

‘Quite so!’ Duke Rexall said to
reclaim attention. ‘I arrived just as the accident happened. With
Bill Davis, John Bluell and Buck Sternwood here …’ He looked along
the line at the three city-suited men who all nodded their
confirmation of what he was saying. ‘Was going to show them the
kind of setup we have at the Rexall Quarry Company. But with what happened to Naylor …
well, there had been bad feeling enough caused among certain
Barclay people. We thought it best to leave things exactly as they
were while Dick Sayers rode on into town to bring
out the doctor and
the Dexters and whoever else felt moved to see the
situation.’

He paused to tacitly demand further support
from the other members of the group. Some of who were eager to
respond wholeheartedly. While others were a little shamefaced as
they nodded, like they had reservations about the manner of Chuck
Naylor’s death but felt unable to voice the doubts in the present
circumstances.

‘If all you and the rest say is
true, Mr. Rexall,’ Mary-Ann Slattery said. ‘And I’ve no way of
knowing whether or not it is the same kind of pack of lies as was
told about my Neil—’

‘Lady, I—’ Duke Rexall snarled
across the even-spoken accusation, his white mustache bristling and
his eyes screwed up with anger.

‘Mr. Rexall, I think you should
make allowances for her,’ Doc Preston suggested.

For a stretched second, Duke Rexall seemed
about to direct his anger at the speaker. But in looking toward
Preston he glimpsed the questioning frowns on the faces of Davis
and Bluell and Sternwood. And this urged him to the major effort of
will to calm himself and then he allowed: ‘Yes, of course. I’m
sorry, Mrs. Slattery. I have told you what happened concerning both
tragedies. You are entitled to your opinion and should be allowed
to express your viewpoint.’

‘That’s really kind of you, Mr.
Rexall,’ she said, and looked momentarily irked with herself
because she could not keep a trace of waspish sarcasm out of her
otherwise even-toned voice. ‘I was about to ask you why you
considered it necessary to bring the body here to my
home?’

‘Not just me, Mrs. Slattery. I
understand from the Barclay people you see here that young Naylor
left town shortly after a conversation with you and the stranger.
It seems a reasonable presumption, therefore, that what was said
during that conversation caused the blacksmith to ride out to my
quarries. By general agreement it was decided that the young man’s
remains should be taken back to Barclay by way of here. In order
for you and the gunman to see what infamy—your word, Mrs.
Slattery—has occurred because of your stubborn refusal to accept the
truth about your husband’s …’ He let it rest with a shrug of his
shoulders, but then decided to add: ‘A truth that has been accepted
by virtually everybody in Barclay, I am given to
understand.’

‘So now you’re gonna let them
see the way the crusher chewed him up?’ Sayers growled sourly on a
stream of tobacco smoke sucked in from his freshly lit
cigar.

‘I think they have both seen
enough, Dick?’ Duke Rexall countered, and his light-blue eyes
directed a questioning look at Mary-Ann Slattery and
Steele.

‘I don’t doubt that it’s the
blacksmith in the blanket and that he’s dead,’ the woman allowed.
‘If I had to look at him, I maybe would have nightmares about it
later. But you wasted your time coming by here. I feel not the
slightest touch of guilt for that young man being dead, Mr. Rexall.
You and the three drunken killers who held up the grocery store and
whoever shot my Neil—’

‘We’re going to leave now,
ma’am,’ the white-haired man said tightly, white lines of strain
showing in the sun-burnished flesh to either side of his mouth.
‘Before I run out of patience with making allowances for your
recent state of widowhood.’

He tugged on his reins to turn his horse and
the other riders imitated him, most of them expressing relief that
the confrontation was over. Steele glanced across the front of the
shack at the woman and saw that no one was more unburdened than she
that the men were leaving. But nonetheless caused a delay when he
asked:

‘It’s somebody I don’t see,
feller.’

All the mounted men were looking at Duke
Rexall, seeking his signal to move out. Now all eyes swept their
quizzical, resentful or frightened gazes toward the Virginian.

‘How’s that?’ Duke Rexall asked,
his tone coarse and his expression suspicious.

‘Man who runs your company
store. Ed Vincent, as I recall?’

Tom Rexall, Jansen and Sayers
all showed a reaction to the name. The boss’s son was abruptly as
visibly frightened as the company clerk was most of the time. While
the green eyes of Dick Sayers became filled with an almost palpable
malevolence.

‘That is correct,’ Duke Rexall
replied, managing to sound unnaturally refined again. ‘But I fail
to understand why—’

‘He was on hand when Neil
Slattery died …?’

‘Ed found the stiff with his
brains blown out!’ Sayers snarled.

Mary-Ann Slattery was unable to check a
groan of misery.

Duke Rexall snapped: ‘Keep your mouth shut,
Sayers!’

The townspeople and the wedding guests
expressed sympathy for the woman and scorn for the blond-haired
man.

Steele added: ‘And you just said this
Vincent feller was at the quarries when Naylor was killed. The
others who were there—they’re here rooting for you, Rexall. I just
wondered if the company store man gets a fit of the vapors whenever
he sees a dead body?’

‘It just so happens, gunman!’
Tom Rexall hurled at Steele, ‘that Ed got a bad gash in the leg
dragging the blacksmith off the endless belt! He saw Naylor first
and tried to drag him off before Dick stopped the
engine!’

‘That is correct!’ the Rexall
father confirmed. ‘And as for our trip to Barclay last night, there
was no reason for Ed Vincent to be along since he was not involved
in the trouble at Quinn’s grocery.’

‘Bad gash, was it, Dr. Preston?’
the woman asked, recovered from the shock of looking at the mental
image Sayers had created for her.

‘The wound had been treated and
Mr. Vincent told me there was no need—’ the short fat man
began.

‘Let’s go, Dad,’ Tom Rexall
urged. ‘He’s just a gun for hire looking to make some blood money
out of the widow—’

‘Don’t look to me like she has
too much of that,’ Sayers added with a sneer as he looked pointedly
around the clearing. Then the expression became a leer as he gazed
fixedly at the woman. ‘But she sure is one of those females who
looks good in black.’

‘Young man!’ Sternwood blurted
as his fellow wedding guests and the town doctor and Bart Parsons
either gave vent to inarticulate shock or glowered at Sayers with
contempt.

‘Yes, we’ll leave!’ Duke Rexall
agreed, his intonation making it a command.

But then he froze and was silent—and the
entire line of riders became similarly held in the grip of
debilitating fear after looking at what had terrified him. Which
was the sight of Mary-Ann Slattery as she stood, almost rigid,
after a flurry of activity. At her feet was the Virginian’s suit
jacket, dropped to the ground as she snatched his Colt Hartford
from where it had rested against the rock face. She held the rifle
with the stock against her left hip, her right hand under the
barrel and her left around the frame: finger to the trigger and
thumb over the hammer. The weapon was angled slightly upward, so
that the muzzle drew a bead on the torsos of the mounted men as she
swung smoothly from the waist—made one complete sweep along the
line before she started back and halted the move with the rifle
aimed at Sayers.

‘Mrs. Slattery,’ Dr. Preston
said at little more than a hoarse whisper.

‘Ma’am, I urge you to put up the
gun!’ John Bluell added squeakily, and Bill Davis and Buck
Sternwood nodded vigorous agreement.

‘Stranger?’ Duke Rexall
pleaded.

Sayers brought his initial impulse to fear
under control and spread the more familiar expression of contempt
across his good-looking face. Taunted in a matching tone: ‘My guess
is she couldn’t hit dirt if she aimed the rifle at the ground.’

‘Ma’am!’ Steele called, and
moderated his voice. ‘Don’t do anything you could be
sorry—’

‘This gentleman is a horse
breeder looking for the right spread,’ the woman cut in on him
evenly, not shifting her gaze or the aim of the rifle away from
Sayers whose newly recovered confidence was fast draining out of
his handsome face. ‘I’m nothing. But if I ever considered becoming
a whore, it would be because I needed something I didn’t have. And
I certainly don’t require the services of a gunman.’

She abruptly wrenched the Colt Hartford away
from the anxious human target, just part of a second after her
unblinking eyes had glimpsed the movement they had been seeking on
the periphery of her vision. Her thumb cocked the hammer an instant
before the rifle stock thudded into her shoulder, the weapon held
rock steady and almost vertical. Not until she squeezed the trigger
and the gunshot cracked to silence the creatures of the woodland
did every man wrench his shocked gaze from the woman to look at
what she aimed for.

And were in time to see one of a pair of
high-flying Sage Grouse take the bullet and alter from graceful
level flight to an awkward plummet earthwards. Then, perhaps a
second later, another bullet exploded from the muzzle of the rifle
and the other bird was hit and began an ungainly fall into the
timber to the south of the clearing.

‘Well, what do you know?’ the
woman announced with mock disappointment as everyone looked at
her—saw her carefully stoop to pick up Steele’s jacket and hang it
on the Colt Hartford before she leaned the rifle against the rock
face. ‘I aimed at the sky and couldn’t even hit it because of those
two—’

‘Most impressive shooting,
ma’am,’ Duke Rexall said, a little thickly. ‘But be sure to confine
such exhibitions of your marksmanship to game. And there will be no
reason why this should not return to being the kind of peaceful and
pleasant country it was before you and your husband came to settle
here. Good afternoon to you.’

He tipped his hat. The other older men, and
Ambrose Jansen, did likewise. Before the exodus away from the
stretch of track at the front of the clearing got underway without
further encouragement from the elder Rexall: who, because he had
led the way here, was now at the rear of the retreating line.

‘Oh, yes,’ he said, and reined
in his mount while the other riders kept their horses moving. ‘I
was sorry to hear you had to put down that old gelding Neil used to
ride. But he wasn’t—’

‘Just go, Mr. Rexall,’ the woman
cut in on him.

He shrugged. ‘Since you
declined my offer to pay for a decent burial for Neil, I was going to
suggest you accept a replacement horse. But …’

He shrugged again, and gave a good
impression of being hurtfully spurned as he shared a parting glance
between Steele and Mary-Ann Slattery, then spurred his mount to
catch up with the others. Against the diminishing clop of hooves on
the track, the woman rasped bitterly:

‘Now I feel guilty.’

‘How’s that?’ Steele asked,
reaching into the buckboard for his saddle and bedroll.

‘For shooting down two harmless
birds instead of that evil man and as many of his apple-polishing
cronies as there were bullets in the rifle.’

‘You handle a gun real well,
Mrs. Slattery,’ he told her as she picked up his rifle and jacket
again and brought them toward him. ‘But it takes more than just
skill to kill people.’

She shook her head. ‘No, not in the frame of
mind I was in for a few moments just then. But maybe you’re right.
It needs a powerful hatred as well as the ability.’

‘And a hide as thick as the
Rexalls have to live with yourself afterwards, lady,’ Amos Quinn
announced as he entered the clearing from the trees on the south
side, leading his horse by the bridle while in the other hand he
clutched the legs of one of the downed Sage Grouse.

‘Who …?’

‘Grandfather of Jane Quinn,
lady,’ the tall and skinny newcomer interrupted. ‘Just call me old
man. We both of us have lost loved ones on account of the Rexalls.
And got no hope of seeing justice done to their memory unless we
take care of it ourselves. Us and this young man here that has all
it takes to see that the guilty are punished without him having any
qualms about it. So why don’t you hang this brace of birds, lady?
And when they smell as bad as the business Duke Rexall’s trying to
cover up, we can maybe all sit to your table and have us a supper
to celebrate. What do you say, lady? And you, Mr.
Steele?’

Amos Quinn talked faster than
he walked from the side of the clearing to the side of the shack
where the woman listened with rising interest and the Virginian
continued with the chore of reloading the two discharged chambers of
the Colt Hartford.

‘Mrs. Slattery’s provided the
food and it’s my intention to pay the fee,’ the gray-haired almost
toothless man added as he ambled to a halt, his dark eyes alight
with the same kind of excitement that sounded in his
voice.

‘Grateful to you,’ Steele told
him and swung into his saddle after booting the rifle. ‘But hung
game is too rich for my taste.’

‘And you’re too rich to want the
kind of money I’m prepared to pay you, mister?’ the grocery store
owner taunted, trying to mask his disappointment behind false
indifference.

Steele tipped his hat to the woman. ‘Reckon
we’re even, ma’am?’

‘Even?’

‘Reckon the ambush was meant for
me. If they hadn’t shot your horse, I might have taken a bullet.
And I helped you bury your husband who wasn’t so lucky.’

‘So that’s what you meant about
me saving your life?’ she said, and made no attempt to hide her sad
disillusionment that he was leaving. ‘But surely, we both have the
same fish to fry?’

The Virginian gave an almost imperceptible
shake of his head and then heeled the black stallion away from the
buckboard toward the track. And Amos Quinn said to Mary-Ann
Slattery in an over-loud voice:

‘You figure this big fish we’re
after is also maybe too rich for his taste, ma’am?’

‘Could be,’ Steele responded
with a glance over his shoulder at the two people who were gazing
after him. ‘And don’t they say that anyone who can’t stand the eats
should stay out of the kitchen?’

 



Chapter Eight

 


THE FRESH SIGN
on the intersection
where the side track spurred off the main trail to follow the shore
of the lake showed that the group of riders with a dead man among
them had divided here. About half to head south toward town while
the others rode around the western curve of the trail that led to
the Rexall quarries and beyond this to the family home.

Steele had expected this would be the case
after Duke Rexall made his grandstand play at the Slattery shack
and he wasted no time in close examination of the hoofprints. And
paid far more attention to the flanking country than to the heavily
marked ground passing under his horse as he rode at an easy walk in
the wake of the westward bound riders: the Virginian seeking an
early warning of a second attempt to bushwhack him. But if the man
who planned the abortive attack of this morning had it in mind to
try to make good the mistake, he was biding his time. For as this
Sunday afternoon inched toward evening the peace of his
surroundings was disturbed only by the unobtrusive sounds of his
own unhurried progress.

Until he rode close enough to
the gated entrance of the Rexall Quarry Company property to hear the mournful music
that was being played on a harmonica inside the small stone-built
shack to the side of the gate. He was still a considerable distance
off when he heard the funereal music and saw the place from which
it was coming; as he crested a low rise at the end of a northward
swinging curve of the trail that completed an S-bend of something
more than two miles in length from the lake. From where he had
started in the tracks of the Rexall contingent to where he
reined the
stallion to a halt on the ridge the country was as good and varied
as the terrain between Barclay and the lake—meadowed hills to the
left of the looping trail and timber to the right.

From where he sat his saddle atop the high
ground with the melancholy music drifting about a half mile through
the twilight to reach him, he could see that the mixed timber
forest continued to spread richly at nature’s plan to the east and
the north. With just a single visible intrusion by the hand of
man—among the evergreen tops of a pinewood glade some two miles
north and a half mile east of the trail could be glimpsed the
slated roof of what was obviously an extensive building, with three
chimneys giving off gray smoke into the evening air. Steele guessed
this was the Rexall house.

Nobody passing along the trail
was left in any doubt that the scarred piece of country to the west
was the property of the Rexall Quarry Company. For along the top of the square
stone arch that framed the double wrought iron gates that provided
an attractive entrance to the ugliness beyond the name was spelled
out, also in wrought iron.

A fence comprised of several strands of
barbed wire stretched taut between ten-foot-high poles ran off at
either side of the impressive gateway, tight to the side of the
trail that ran arrow-straight northwards from the foot of the slope
below where the Virginian now urged his mount forward, and curving
along the base of the hill to the west. Stretching for as far as
the eye could see until intervening features of the terrain
obscured it, but apparently stretching for many expensive miles
around the perimeter of the Rexall Company’s land.

So far, just three man-made
canyons had been inscribed into the rich earth and white rock
beneath, looking like the crooked spokes of a wheel with an area
inside the gateway the hub. Narrow at their shallow beginnings, but
gradually broadening as they deepened, so that eventually there
would be a massive, fan-shaped depression in the earth after the
three quarries became a single one. As yet, none of the quarries
had been clawed more than a quarter mile across the hillsides and at its
broadest the widest one was perhaps fifty yards from side to
side.

From the trail that ran by the gateway at
the foot of the slope, the quarries were visible just as unnatural
swaths of raw earth and bare rock on the sides of green hills. But
if further evidence were needed of the kind of business that
operated beyond the barbed wire and wrought iron, now that the
company name was not so easy to read against the fading backdrop of
the evening sky, it was provided by a fine coating of powder on
everything—even the new leaves of the trees—and a dry smell of rock
dust laced with the stale taint of old explosions that permeated
the cooling and darkening air.

During the ride down from the ridge,
Steele’s perspective had constantly changed and he had been able to
see better into the oldest quarry, that looked to have been worked
out of productive rock. But it was still being used. At its mouth
the crushing plant was located, the square top of the hopper on a
level with the hard-packed tracks that connected it to the two
other quarries and the rest of the property—so that wagons could be
reversed to the timber rim and have their loads of blasted rock
emptied with ease into the jaws of the steam-powered crusher which
tonight was silent and still, its sooted chimney outlet
dormant.

Alongside the elongated plant were parked a
dozen or so wagons. The stables for the horses that hauled the
wagons were on the other side of the quarry. There were a number of
other single-story buildings down there. An office, he guessed. And
the company store Ed Vincent ran. Probably a cookhouse and a mess
hall. Every stone and timber-built structure silent and unlit in
the gathering gloom. And covered with the same layer of fine dust
that clung to everything else.

It took the Virginian perhaps
fifteen minutes to reach the gateway from his initial vantage
point. During this time the harmonica player had interrupted his
music just once—while he lit a kerosene lamp that spilled a shaft
of yellow light from a window on the trail side of the small
building. Then he had restarted the same mournful and monotonous
series of chords as before. And the wailing music
effectively masked the unhurried clop of the stallion’s hooves against
the trail. Then the lower sounds Steele made as he reined his mount
to a halt and swung down from the saddle, sliding the Colt Hartford
out of the boot as he did so.

Even while he was astride the horse he had
been able to get a good view of the one-room gatehouse through the
undraped window. Now left the stallion standing patiently on the
center of the trail as he moved in closer—to confirm there was just
the single musically inclined occupant of the office-like room
which was furnished with little more than a document littered desk
with a chair, a row of storage cabinets that looked disused and a
cold stove.

The lone man playing the lonesome sounding
music was about fifty with a rough-hewn face and a squat build: not
tall, but broad and powerful with the kind of features that warned
he was not slow to respond to aggression in kind. He was dressed in
a cream shirt that bulged with his muscles and an equally
tight-fitting pair of black pants. A battered black Stetson was
lodged insecurely on the back of his head of curly red hair. An old
looking Frontier Colt was stuck into his belt at his belly, butt to
the right.

The desk and chair behind it were in the
center of the room, sideways on to the window. The man was sprawled
in a comfortable posture in the padded, wooden-armed chair and had
his left leg stretched out straight with the booted foot resting
among the papers on the desk top. His right foot, which was nearest
the window, would have been bare had it not been for the white
bandage that encased most of it and held a bulky dressing in
place.

The incessant dirge was
abruptly curtailed as it reached the softest part of the
piece—which was when Steele smashed the rifle muzzle through the
window. Then thumbed back the hammer as broken shards of glass hit
the cement floor inside the gatehouse and shattered into smaller
fragments. The man was in the grip of the fear of sudden death for
just a stretched second, unable to move a single muscle of his own
volition as his Adam’s apple spasmed. But then, when no rifle shot
cracked in the wake of the sound of breaking glass, he carefully
lowered the harmonica and pushed it into a pocket of his shirt as
he turned his green eyes toward the Virginian. And easily spread a
bellicose expression across his weathered features that made it
difficult to visualize him as the kind of man who could derive
solace from playing sad music.

‘Who the hell are you and what
the hell do you figure you’re doin’, mister?’

‘Name’s Adam Steele and I’m
starting out by breaking a window,’ the Virginian answered evenly,
face impassive. ‘Where it’ll end is up to you.’

The man with the injured foot nodded sagely.
‘I heard of you.’

‘But never did see
me?’

The man who continued to lounge comfortably
in the chair with his good foot up on the desk seemed to be making
a genuine attempt to recognize Steele as he peered intently at him.
At length shook his head as a pensive expression became firmly set
on his weathered face. ‘Can’t recall that I ever did, Steele.’

‘Reckon you’re Ed
Vincent?’

‘Right in one.’ He leaned
forward and spat to the blind side of the desk from where Steele
stood. The saliva resounded metallically in a spittoon. ‘Run the
company store here at the quarries.’

‘Between finding fresh killed
bodies.’

A nod. ‘That, too. Presently takin’ a turn
at night watchman while the regular guy has fun over at the Rexall
place. Ain’t a sociable minded kind, me. Parties and picnics and
shindigs of that sort, they ain’t for me, Steele. Especially ain’t
sociable minded when I got me a banged-up foot that hurts real bad
all the time.’

He had started to lace the pensiveness with
sincerity. Now winced—and Steele knew this was a genuine response
to actual discomfort—as he shifted his injured foot slightly. This
as the opening move in lowering his good foot to the floor and
sitting upright in the chair.

‘Hurt yourself trying to get
Chuck Naylor clear of the crushing plant, way I was told
it?’

‘Way you heard it was right,
Steele,’ Vincent growled, and any impulse to anger at the
implication the account was untrue was concealed by a more
anguished grimace in reaction to a harsher pain as the man half turned
in the chair. ‘I heard you could be a dude gunslinger? Can see
you’re a snappy dresser. Can you shoot that fancy rifle good as you
can smash windows with it?’

‘Been known to put a bullet in a
man even when I can’t see him, feller.’

Both Vincent’s feet were under the desk
while he remained turned from the waist to face the Virginian. His
gnarled hands were draped loosely over the arms of the chair, the
right one just two or three inches from the butt of the revolver
that was jutted toward it. Tiny beads of sweat stood out on his
bristled face and they could have been caused by either pain or
tension. With the stove unlit and the window broken, it was cold
inside the room.

‘Accidents happen,’ the man at
the desk said, and a wan smile came briefly to his face. Then the
aggressiveness that had replaced initial fear was back again as he
added: ‘And I’ll tell you what surprises me, Steele?’

‘Go ahead,’ the Virginian
invited, and began to experience the tension of fear himself. But
he was too cold outside in the unsheltered night to sweat. The
short hairs on the nape of his neck stood up, though. And as the
confidence of the slow-talking Texan expanded, Steele found it
increasingly difficult to resist a compulsion to scan the
white-powdered timber at his back.

Vincent had taken the makings from the shirt
pocket across his broad chest from the one accommodating the
harmonica. And, after he had tipped tobacco from the poke into the
paper, he rolled the cigarette with his left hand while his right
returned to the chair arm close to the old Colt six-shooter.

‘That there ain’t more accidents
in this neck of the woods is what surprises me. Was a real freak
thing, what happened to the town blacksmith. But people that got no
right and proper reason to be here … get onto the
Rexall
Company property by gettin’ by the regular watchman and ain’t
spotted by no other company men … Well, Steele, ain’t no tellin’
what’s likely to become of them. A man could fall off a cliff into
one of the quarries. Or get blowed to smithereens if the boys are
blastin’. Even take a tumble down one of the bore holes been sunk to see where
the right kinda rock is located. And if it was one of them bore
holes that went right on down into just plain old useless dirt …
well, likelihood is the nosy parker wouldn’t ever be
found.’

‘Seems to be a dangerous piece
of country,’ Steele said as, one handed still, the man took a match
from his shirt pocket, struck it on the chair arm and lit the
cigarette that jutted from the center of his mouth.

‘It can be, is what I’m sayin’,’
Vincent responded as he leaned to the side to drop the dead match
into the spittoon. Then resumed his upright posture again, hands on
the chair arms and cigarette bobbing as he spoke. ‘Local people
know it and anyway, unless they work for the company, they got no
reason to come pokin’ around out here. Passin’ through strangers,
they see the fence and get the message from that. For them that can
read, there’s a whole lot of keep out signs hung on the fence. Just
didn’t think to put a sign on the window of this place, I
guess.’

He drew back his lips in a mocking smile, to
show where the cigarette was lightly held between his tobacco
yellowed teeth.

Steele remained impassive as he said: ‘Seems
like you’re starting to enjoy yourself, feller?’

‘Because you ain’t got the
message, Steele. Or should I say, it ain’t the message you came
here to get?’

‘What you should say
is—’

‘I ain’t through, Steele. Was
told you might show up and was told to spell out a warnin’ for you
if you acted like it was needed. And if you couldn’t read the way I
spelled it out … I was told I could draw you a picture. And it’ll
be my pleasure to do that, Steele. A guy is supposed to enjoy what
gives him pleasure, ain’t he?’

‘Confession is a good way
to—’

‘I still ain’t through, Steele,’
Vincent cut in again, and the grimace that altered the line of his
mouth with the cigarette in it and put ice into his green eyes was
not related to pain. Physical pain, anyway. His squat frame was
held rigid with excitement. ‘Picture I have to draw is colored red,
as in blood. And black as in the bottom of a deep hole. Green
for the
maggots that feed on rotten meat. White for the bare
bones.’

‘The pictures you paint are as
depressing as the music you play, feller.’

Vincent removed the cigarette from his
mouth, checked that it really had gone out before he lodged it
behind his left ear under the brim of his old worn Stetson. His
hand returned to the arm of the chair, but gripped it tightly now.
While the fingers of his right hand remained limp along the other
arm, perhaps three inches from the gun butt. ‘Truth time, Steele?’
he asked tautly.

‘It won’t guarantee you a place
in heaven, but maybe—’

‘I been shot before now,
Steele,’ the man at the desk rasped between his clenched yellow
teeth. ‘Ten, a dozen times, maybe. But I ain’t ever been told to
let alone someone who caused me even half as much pain as I’ve had
today. Let him alone, that is, if he sees sense and goes about his
gunfightin’ or horse breedin’ business or whatever. Especially a
pint-size dude I could take apart easier than spittin’, almost.’ He
shrugged his wide shoulders and deepened the lines of his grimace.
‘If I didn’t have a game leg, that is. So it’s no wonder I wasn’t
feelin’ in the best of humors when I heard you ridin’ on down the
hill and figured there was a chance you’d just go on about your
regular business.’ The grimace changed to another grin. ‘Got to
admit, Steele, since it’s truth time: when you busted the window
and stuck that fancy rifle in at me … I figured for a second you
was gonna blast me outta hand. But soon as I knew that wasn’t gonna
happen … well, be my pleasure to draw you the picture. For
real.’

‘If you’re all through talking,
feller, you’d best draw, uh?’ The Virginian did not alter his
expression, his stance or the aim of the rifle. Just raised his
gloved thumb up off the top of the Colt Hartford’s
hammer.

‘Hey, come on,’ the abruptly
apprehensive Vincent said, the grin becoming a frown. ‘You ain’t
gonna just blast at me now? When I don’t have a cat in hell’s
chance of defendin’ myself? You gunfightin’ guys always give the
other guy a chance to …’

Ed Vincent was a little too
thoughtfully cautious in the way he took off his hat—lifted his
trembling left hand directly from the chair arm to the brim of the Stetson,
while he inscribed a half circle with the other hand, so that
Steele could not possibly suspect he was going for the gun stuck
under his belt at his belly. The Virginian allowed the man to get a
grip with the left hand, then shifted the aim of the rifle away
from his sweat-run, tension-lined face to draw a bead on his
bandaged right foot.

‘I ain’t through, Steele!’ the
man shrieked.

The Virginian squeezed the trigger of the
Colt Hartford. And as the shot resounded within the confines of the
room that suddenly seemed to be filled with swirling, reeking
gunsmoke, he could no longer resist the compulsion to glance behind
him. And vented a soft groan when he saw the slender, black-clad
form of Mary-Ann Slattery standing there, lightly holding on to his
horse by the bridle. On her pale-in-the-moonlight face was an
expression of mild satisfaction that expanded into the brand of
triumph she had experienced when she knew he had shot a man at the
scene of the ambush on the trail—the look of fervent excitement
that turned her into a ravishing beauty. This as she sidestepped to
pointedly peer around the half-turned Steele to see into the room
through the broken window.

‘You’re through now, you
murderin’ bastard!’ Amos Quinn drawled icily as Steele snapped his
head around to view the tableau that so excited the woman. At its
center was Ed Vincent who was in process of sliding down off the
chair to crumple to the floor beneath the desk—one blood-soaked
hole in the bandage around his right foot and a second bullet
wound, less gory but far more damaging, in the center of his sweat
sheened forehead. With his dying hand he had managed to drag rather
than take the battered Stetson off his head. And the hat now hit
the floor heavily at his side as he twisted into inert death below
the desk, and a small revolver was displayed jutting from a pouch
sewn into the underside of the crown. A much smaller gun than the
European Lefaucheux that was clutched in the fist of Amos Quinn who
stood in the open doorway of the room, the muzzle of the highly
decorated gun still wisping with black powder smoke.

For stretched seconds, the
old-timer continued to stare fixedly through the diminishing smoke of revolver
and rifle at the corpse huddled on the floor in front of the chair
and under the desk. And during this time he looked to be as
unmoving as Vincent, but rigid rather than limp. Then, as the
expression of malevolence drained off his gaunt features and was
replaced by a look of apology that he directed toward the scowling
Steele, he thrust the fancy gun into the pocket of the dark-colored
duster that was two sizes too big for him and explained:

‘Had to steal your thunder,
stranger. See, I knew what the sneaky bastard planned to do. On
account of I sold him that old hat with the trick gun inside of
it.’

There was utter silence within
a wide area of the Rexall Quarry Company’s entrance for perhaps a full five seconds.
While, once again in this usually peaceful part of the country, the
chirp and buzz and rustle of nature was muted by the intrusion of
gunshots. This as the old man became quickly afraid of the
Virginian’s dark mood, the woman’s triumph was reduced to calm
contentment with what had happened and Steele himself entered into
an inner struggle to contain anger as an ice-cold ball at the pit
of his stomach. Then asked in a brittle-toned voice:

‘You want me to thank you, Mr.
Quinn?’

The owner of the grocery store gulped
noisily and forced out: ‘I seen you had the drop on him! I heard
that we fired so close the two shots couldn’t be separated! But it
was me that plugged the bastard plumb center in the middle of his
sneaky head, weren’t it? Looks to me like your bullet just went
into his foot! Same place you plugged him first time, I
figure?’

The thin old man in the oversize coat had
started out on the defensive, become excitedly challenging and
finished up scornful. The nocturnal creatures of the forest on one
side of the trail and the quarry scarred hills on the other had
begun to make their unobtrusive presence heard again as Amos Quinn
made his rebuttal.

‘He admitted it, Mr. Steele!’
the woman put in quickly, drawing the Virginian’s head around to
look at her. ‘He said it was him you shot this morning on the trail
from town when he and the others tried to—’

‘What others, ma’am?’

‘What …? Well, I’d say that’s
plain enough to figure out. Young Rexall and that fat company clerk
…’

‘Jansen, Mrs. Slattery!’ Quinn
supplied from inside the room, ‘Ambrose Jansen.’

The woman nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, that’s
him!’

‘I’d say we oughta be getting
away from here!’ the old man yelled. ‘Just could be the shooting
was heard over to the Rexall home.’

The door of the gatehouse slammed closed
after he had backed outside.

‘Plus one,’ Steele reminded as
he turned fully away from the broken window and started toward his
horse and the woman.

‘Yes, you said there were four,’
she allowed, and her composure was seriously undermined as Steele
came closer to where she stood holding the stallion. ‘But he could
have killed you this time, you know? Mr. Quinn knew it was Vincent
in there when he heard the harmonica playing and …’

She interrupted what she was saying and
stepped sharply back from the horse when he gestured with the Colt
Hartford for her to let go of the bridle. She saw that his element
burnished, gray-bristled face was in its usual impassive set
without any light at all in the coal-black eyes. But there was
still in the way he moved—as he swung up astride the ornately
decorated saddle and thrust the rifle into the boot—a less than
subtle suggestion that he was a man needing to work at
self-restraint. But once he was mounted and she felt herself even
more vulnerable as she looked up at him, she switched from defense
to attack.

‘Though a man like you would
never admit it, would he?’ she flung at him, her light-blue eyes
glinting in the light from the moon and that of the lamp that
spilled out of the broken window. ‘But it’s pointless to argue
about it now, isn’t it? Since there’s no way in the world we can
ever know if he’d have managed to shoot you after you merely
wounded him? Right …? Now that he’s dead?’

‘Point is, Mrs. Slattery,’
Steele told her softly, and the conscious effort he was having to
make to remain calm also sounded in the timbre of his voice. ‘I didn’t want him
dead.’

‘Until you’d tortured him into
telling you what—’ she started to taunt as he paused in what he was
saying while he brought his mount around in a part wheel, heading
him northward. But the manner in which the Virginian now peered
fixedly in this direction along the moon-whitened, dust-powdered
trail between the timber and the barbed wire fence caused her to
curtail her angry accusation and look where he looked. And when she
saw what had caught his undivided attention her irascibility was
abruptly displaced by resignation to whatever fate had in store for
her, as she said with an utter lack of concern: ‘So they did
hear.’

‘Looks like,’ Steele replied,
and now looked and sounded totally composed as he gazed at a point
perhaps a mile and a half along the arrow-straight trail. Where,
apparently from off a spur that led to the Rexall house, a sizeable
group of riders had appeared, and had reined their horses to a halt
at sight of the mounted man with a woman beside him, clearly
visible in the lamp-augmented moonlight. ‘Quiet party, I
reckon.’

‘Hey, you two!’ Amos Quinn
yelled, as he appeared on the trail halfway between the gatehouse
and the top of the rise to the south. ‘You gonna carry on yakking
right up until …’

He left the rhetorical question unfinished
when he saw Mary-Ann Slattery accept the proffered hand of the
Virginian and allow herself to be lifted smoothly up onto the
saddle in front of him—the couple’s actions in response to the
lunging gallop to which the bunch of mounts up the trail was
suddenly spurred.

‘Thank you,’ the woman said
breathlessly.

‘You’re not welcome,’ Steele
answered as he tugged on the reins to wheel the stallion, then
thudded in his heels to demand an immediate spurt of speed. And the
slipstream blew her blonde hair into his face. Until she gathered
the flying loose ends in a hand, holding on to the mane of the
horse with the other as she turned her head to peer into his dark
eyes at close range.

‘I need you!’ she roared above
the clatter of the stallion’s pumping hooves that raised an elongated cloud of
white dust along the widening gap between the horse and the
gatehouse. And, despite the effort she had to put into it to make
herself heard, there was nonetheless a plainly discernible depth of
feeling in the tone of the shouted words.

Steele allowed his dispassionate gaze to
meet the plea for understanding in her eyes for just part of a
second, before he peered up at the hillcrest and growled: ‘And I
need you and Quinn about as much as Ed Vincent needed that hole in
the head.’

‘You’re bound to be angry, I
guess, but I—’

Although he was looking at where the
old-timer was getting awkwardly into the saddle of a horse on the
wooded side of the trail—diagonally across from where he had come
through the barbed wire fence where the two lower strands were
snapped—the Virginian could not fail to be aware of Mary-Ann
Slattery still gazing at him intently, her head craned around so
that her face was no more than six inches from his own.

‘That’s right, ma’am,’ he cut in
on her through teeth clenched between slightly drawn back lips in
an uncustomary scowl. ‘I shoot another feller twice in the same
foot and it’s me who ends up hopping mad.’

 



Chapter Nine

 


THERE WAS NO
gunfire from the
group of half a dozen riders on that many horses who chased three
astride just two mounts. Which, Steele decided, probably meant the
top hand of the bunch had the authority to impose his will on the
rest of the men. For, although pursued and pursuers were always out
of effective range, there was generally some shooting for the hell
of it in such a situation—when the sheer excitement of the chase
took a grip on the more highly-strung men doing the
chasing.

Then Steele and the woman, with Amos Quinn
who had been overhauled on his less burdened but also less powerful
horse, were over the ridge and out of sight as well as range of the
riders behind them. And the Virginian reined the stallion down to
an easy walk along the stretch of trail that inscribed the S-curve
between the shoulders of hills toward the intersection in the east
where the track cut off through the old silver mining area. Amos
Quinn, obviously terrified of being captured by the pursuers, was
unaware for several seconds that the pace of the stallion had been
slowed. When he did realize he was galloping alone along the wide
loop of the first curve, he pulled his gelding to a skidding
snorting, half rearing, head shaking stop. Then, in the wake of
this raucous series of sounds, with just the steady clop of the
stallion’s measured pace to compete, the body of sound from over
the ridge was audible to Steele and Mary-Ann Slattery.

At first the thundering of many
hooves at a gallop, unvarying in tone and slightly rising in volume
as the distance shortened. Then the cadence altered, the horses
slowing down. Just for a moment or so, the noise from beyond
the hill
seemed louder. But then it very rapidly diminished to the point
where nothing was said or done loudly enough to carry the
intervening distance. Which happened just as the stallion drew
level with where Amos Quinn sat his heavily breathing gelding and
Steele kept the doubly burdened horse moving on by without
pause.

The old-timer cocked his head to the side in
a listening attitude for a moment, before a grin drew back his thin
lips from his near toothless gums and he growled as he urged his
mount forward to catch up with the others: ‘Hey, it sounds like
they’ve given up on us!’

‘They’ll have stopped at the
shack by the gates, old man,’ the woman said bleakly. ‘To find out
what happened to Vincent. All they knew at the start was that there
had been some shooting.’

The grin was immediately gone from the thin,
time-lined face and he began to cast quick glances over his
shoulder; then nervously in all directions as the silence beyond
the clop of the hooves of their own two horses lengthened. Until he
gazed earnestly at the impassive faced Virginian and tense Mary-Ann
Slattery, and was ignored by both of them before he suggested:

‘Shouldn’t we keep on
high-tailing it, then? Take the chance they’ve given us to put more
space between them and us? Wouldn’t you figure that’s what we
should do, Mrs. Slattery?’

‘I, more than you, am in Mr.
Steele’s hands, old man.’

‘You have some place in mind to
run and hide where the Rexall people won’t be able to find you?’
Steele asked, without interrupting his habitual effortless
surveillance of the moonlit and shadowed hills on one side and
timber on the other—as yet relied on his sense of hearing to signal
fresh pursuit from behind.

Just the sounds of their own easy progress
disturbed the night during the pause while the others reflected on
what Steele had said. Then the woman allowed after a sigh:

‘That’s right. Even if they
didn’t see us clearly enough to recognize us, they’re sure to make
the right assumption.’

Amos Quinn shrugged and nodded,
then added: ‘Guess that’s right. And what you said is right, too, stranger.
Ain’t no place for Mrs. Slattery and me to go where Duke Rexall’s
hired hands couldn’t track us down. Well, no place for me, anyway.’
He directed a pointed glance at the two riders on the one horse
now. ‘On account of everything I got in the world is tied up in my
grocery … and I’m too long in the tooth to even think about
starting over. Whereas a fine-looking woman like Mrs. Slattery is
gonna have to start thinking about making a fresh start soon as the
hurt of widowhood heals.’

Although her back was to him, Steele could
sense Mary-Ann Slattery’s embarrassment, almost as if she were
suddenly suffused in a head-to-toe blush that generated heat in the
coolness of the night. She had to swallow hard before she trusted
herself to speak in a natural tone.

‘I’ll leave if and when I’m good
and ready,’ she said, and was obviously dissatisfied with the
degree of vehemence that coated the words. Added extra force to her
voice when she went on: ‘Not when a group of bullying cut-throats
try to scare me into going.’

‘Admire your spirit, Mrs.
Slattery,’ Quinn said.

‘Mary-Ann, please, old man,’ the
woman replied in a manner that suggested she had made the overture
several times previously.

‘Right, Mary-Ann it is,’ Quinn
agreed, his mood lightening to the same extent as that of the woman
as their voices and the sound of hooves on hard-packed trail
remained the only disturbances in the peace of the country night.
‘And I guess I oughta quit calling you stranger all the time,
Steele?’

‘There’s a lot of names you
could call me, feller, and all of them would be the right ones,’
the Virginian replied sardonically.

‘Hell, mister, it wasn’t our
intention to get you in deeper when—’

‘That is correct, Mr. Steele,’
the woman cut in, snapping her head around to peer into his face at
close range. Eager to get it said her way and for him to see the
sincerity in her almond-shaped eyes. ‘The way you left my place
this afternoon, the old man and I had no way of knowing what
you intended
to do. And, in truth, when we came out here we did not have much of
an idea of our own intentions.’

‘We didn’t even know you come
this way, stranger!’ Quinn put in disdainfully.

‘Precisely!’ the woman agreed
quickly, more anxious than ever to do the talking. But she checked
herself from blurting what first entered her mind. Peered with
greater intensity into Steele’s expectant eyes and said with a
husky tone before she faced front again: ‘Although I know I hoped
you had.’ The disconcertion went out of her voice and the tension
eased from her frame. ‘We simply felt this undeniable compulsion to
do something … anything rather than stand by and see the Rexalls
get away with murder.’

‘Like Chuck Naylor had nothing
fixed in his mind to do when he left town not too long after you
and Mrs. … Mary-Ann this morning,’ Amos Quinn said, and this time
was allowed to continue by the woman who shared Steele’s saddle.
‘When I see him getting ready to ride out of Barclay, I asked him
what he planned to do. All he’d say was that he believed what
Mary-Ann said about her husband not killing Jane. And that the
entire town knew there was something real wrong. To stay in
Barclay, with people closing their eyes to what had happened …
well, Chuck told me it was burning at his insides like a disease
and there was but the one cure for it. He just had to find out the
truth. You know the final words I heard that young guy say, Steele?
When he was riding out of town? He said he was going to get over
what ailed him. “I’m going to get either killed or cured, old man,”
is what young Chuck said to me. And he yelled it real loud, so lots
of other Barclay people heard it, too. And you saw and heard how
some of them people acted when the Rexalls paraded his corpse out
front of Mary-Ann’s place?’

‘We think Mr. Naylor must have
seen or heard something at the quarry,’ the woman said. ‘Something
incriminating to take to the Rangers. That even the people of
Barclay couldn’t ignore. And that he was seen and
killed.’

‘Reckon so,’ Steele
allowed.

This, his first comment in a
long time, encouraged Amos Quinn to continue with his account.
‘Right. When word reached town about Chuck having a so-called accident, I was
sure as day follows night that a whole lot of people never believed
that’s what it was. But nobody said nor did a thing to go against
the Rexalls. So I saddled up and rode out alone. Didn’t ask nobody
to come along, but it was plain I was fixing to go looking for
trouble, so sure as hell nobody volunteered to join me. What kind
of trouble, I didn’t know. Same as Chuck didn’t know before me.
Just had the same sort of gut feeling he did. Was ready for the
kill or cure treatment, like him. But figured myself to be better
able to give as good as I got than Chuck was. Knew the Rexalls was
still in a killing frame of mind, of course. But also …’ He moved a
hand to caress the contours of the revolver in a pocket of his
duster. ‘I’m no fool with a gun. Gunsmith is my trade, Steele. And
when I was selling them—and sometimes making them—for a living, I
could shoot them better than most men that were my customers. Lady
I married hated guns, so I switched to the grocery business. After
she’d been passed on for a while, I started to dabble in guns
again. Like you know …’ There was a tremor in his tone as he made
this oblique reference to the sales pitch that led to the death of
his granddaughter and his sunken eyes looked sheened with wetness
for a moment. Then he expressed malevolence as he went on: ‘Like
that son of a bitch Ed Vincent knew, too. After I sold him that
trick hat.’

‘Makes three of us who know one
end of a gun from the other, feller,’ Steele drawled as they neared
the point where the side track spurred off the trail at the end of
the S-curves to go along the lakeshore at the foot of the timbered
hill.

‘It’s just something that
happened, Mr. Steele,’ Mary-Ann said quickly, on the defensive. ‘I
have a natural aptitude for shooting guns. Which I never knew I had
until Neil took me out hunting once. In Louisiana before we were
married. Of course, I wasn’t such a good shot right away. But Neil
didn’t have to spend too long teaching me.’ Without pause to signal
a coming change of subject, she went on: ‘You’ll come stay at the
place, old man?’

Both horses were reined to a halt at the
intersection of the main and side trail and Steele sensed the
sudden tension that came to the woman sitting so closely in front
of him.

This before she shifted in such a way that
it was a tacit request to be allowed to dismount.

‘I’ll ride you home, ma’am,’
Steele told her, which did nothing to calm her
uneasiness.

But Amos Quinn expressed relief as he said:
‘If you was gonna be alone, Mary-Ann, I’d surely insist on taking
you home and staying with you. Way things are. But seeing as how
you’re in such good hands, I’ll take the chance to get done a
little unfinished business I left in town. Goodnight to you. And
you, Steele. Figured I was doing you a favor, plugging that sneaky
bastard Ed Vincent. And don’t you forget now … if you want to hire
on official like to see that Tom Rexall pays for killing my Jane,
I’m more than willing to put up the cash.’

He looked everywhere but at the man and the
woman astride the other horse while he was taking his leave of them
and making the offer to the Virginian. Then, with a final anxious
glance along the trail they had ridden from the scene of the latest
killing, he heeled his gelding into an instant gallop, without
giving the woman or Steele an opportunity to respond. Against the
thud of the gelding’s pumping hooves, Mary-Ann accused:

‘It’s your fault, Mr. Steele. If
you had let me down from the horse, he’d have felt it was his duty
to—’

‘Your late husband was a good
match for the younger Rexall, ma’am?’ Steele cut in.

‘What?’ She was so disconcerted
to be left alone with the Virginian she apparently genuinely did
not fully understand what he said when he interrupted
her.

‘Old man Quinn is sure Tom
Rexall killed his granddaughter. Does he have any reason other than
blood being thicker than water to think so?’

‘Blood and water …?’ She
remained in a state of confusion as Steele tugged gently on the
reins and heeled the stallion along the spur. ‘I’m sorry,
I—’

‘Maybe the Rexall Quarry Company
looks after certain
of its own to the same degree Duke Rexall himself would cover up
for his son?’

‘Oh, yes, I see. I can walk from
here, you know. I want to make that clear.’

‘That is clear, Mrs.
Slattery.’

‘Mary-Ann, please? Yes, I have
had time to think about it, Mr. Steele, and Neil and Tom Rexall
were alike in height and build. And hair coloration. Nothing else,
but then the men who came to the grocery store were masked. But old
man Quinn never knew Neil. He has a much sounder reason for
suspecting Tom Rexall shot and killed Jane. You see, the girl only
came to live in Barclay a year or so ago when her mother died—her
father, the old man’s son, was already gone. Tom Rexall went east
more than three years ago and returned just last Monday for the
wedding. According to the old man he never did come to town before
so he had no way of knowing Jane was deaf. Ambrose Jansen knew. And
so did Dick Sayers who, the old man is convinced, was the third man
at the hold up. As you know, it’s been admitted Tom Rexall and
Jansen were involved. He doesn’t have anything but a hunch
regarding the third man being Sayers, but …’

She had been talking fast, her body pressed
tight against Steele’s, stiff with the tension of nervousness now
there was not a third-party present. Her tongue got ahead of her
line of thought and she lost the thread of what she was saying.

‘Maybe it was Sayers and maybe
it was not, Mrs. Slattery—’

‘Mary-Ann!’ she
insisted.

‘Mary-Ann,’ he allowed in the
same easy tone as he steered the stallion around the curve of the
track, away from the lakeshore and up the wooded slope. ‘Maybe Ed
Vincent could have told me one way or another and maybe he
couldn’t.’

‘Would you have asked him?’ the
woman demanded, still uneasy to be alone in such close proximity to
the Virginian. But firm in her rebuttal of his implied criticism.
‘The way I understood it, you were only interested in punishing the
men who tried to kill us—you say you!—on the trail this
morning?’

‘Three men were at the grocery,
Mary-Ann. I made it four took part in the ambush. Duke Rexall
operates a quarry company, the way I hear it. Far as I know,
he doesn’t
run a bunch of desperadoes on the side. So the count of seven men
is a little on the high si—’

‘Of course!’ she exclaimed
excitedly, and snapped her head around to peer into his face as
they reached the clearing with her shack up against the rock face
at the rear. And moonlight unfiltered by spring foliage showed
clearly the eager comprehension in her blue eyes and the total lack
of expression in his black ones. ‘Rexall, Jansen and Sayers, plus
Vincent. Although Vincent ran the company store, he was also Duke
Rexall’s troubleshooter, Mr. Steele. Neil had told me that, soon
after we moved out to here and he began to work on the Rexall
place. More than one man warned him to steer clear of Ed Vincent.
And tonight the old man told me about him. Said the story was that
he used to be a gunfighter a few years ago. Used to taunt his
intended victims by playing funeral music on that mouth organ
before he gunned them down. So, as soon as we heard the music in
the distance, the old man started to worry. Then, when we got to
the top of the rise and saw you smash the window and aim your rifle
inside … well, the old man managed to babble to me something about
Vincent’s hat. Before he left me with the horse and went tearing
off down the hill. And through a hole in the fence. I thought about
calling out to you, but realized the danger of distracting you and
making matters worse. So I approached as silently as I
could.’

Only now did she seem to become aware she
was home. And she was embarrassed once more. Almost stumbled in her
haste to get inelegantly out of the saddle. Then, on the ground and
watching him dismount, next the two of them moving side by side
across the clearing with the horse behind, she was her usual
composed self.

‘What is done is done, Mr.
Steele. In this context, from the killing of Jane Quinn to the
death of the man Vincent. Both, perhaps, may be termed avoidable if
only the perpetrators had been aware of known facts and had not
acted in haste. I know only what those men told me this afternoon
about the way in which young Naylor died. I may seem hard, but
there is little point in pretense. Right now, I am not concerned
with any of this. I know for a fact that my husband was brutally
murdered in cold blood simply because Duke Rexall required the corpse of a man
who bore a passing resemblance to his son. Any one of a dozen or
more individuals would probably have served the same purpose. Neil
just happened to be available.

‘I’ll start a fire in the
stove?’

She had needed to raise her voice as she
neared the climax of what she was saying, when she halted out front
of the crude shack and Steele veered away from her to lead the
stallion toward the mine entrance, outside of which he began to
unsaddle the animal. The louder her voice became, the harsher her
tone sounded, bitterness dripping from each syllable. Even the
final comment with its implication of a request for his agreement
to share the meager comforts of the spartan shack sounded hard and
sour as the words rang out in the moonlit quiet of the night.

‘Sure,’ Steele told her, and led
his horse into the pitch blackness of the adit between the pile of
slag and the shack. Emerged a few seconds later with the Colt
Hartford sloped to a shoulder. And was surprised to see Mary-Ann
Slattery still standing out front of the closed door of the shack,
her head tilted back so that her face was toward the cloudless sky.
If her hands had been clasped in front of the gentle swells of her
breasts instead of hanging loosely at her sides, and her eyes had
been tightly closed, she would have looked no less
reverential.

But then she destroyed the atmosphere of
piety without moving more than her lips as she heard him shuffle to
a halt on the threshold of the mine tunnel. Said bleakly: ‘Don’t
worry, Mr. Steele. I’m not going religious on you. I hold no firm
belief.’ While continuing to tilt her face with its unblinking eyes
toward the softly moonlit enormity of the sky, she moved a hand
lethargically to point at the fresh grave in a corner of the
clearing. ‘Neil’s remains are buried there, I know. But it does no
harm to think about his spirit or his soul or whatever being free
elsewhere?’

‘Reckon if you get some kind of
comfort from believing that, then it doesn’t do any harm,
Mary-Ann,’ the Virginian replied.

‘I haven’t suddenly gone
religious, Mr. Steele, and I sincerely hope I am not losing my
reason. But I felt it necessary to tell him—Neil, I mean—that I can’t do
what I must do alone. I need help to avenge him. At whatever the
cost. And I have no money.’

She shifted her intent gaze from the sky and
turned to open the door of the shack. But held back from entering
to look toward the Virginian who had started toward her. Earnest
sincerity was inscribed on her freckle-cheeked face in the frame of
her blonde hair. And she shook her head almost imperceptibly and
formed a hushing shape with her lips when he started to argue:

‘I don’t sell my gun, like I’ve
already told you and—’

‘Please, Mr. Steele,’ she
interrupted as she stood aside to usher him across the threshold.
‘And did I not tell you I have no intention of becoming a whore?
I’m offering you food, drink, warmth and shelter. Within the
confines of this very small home. You are a man and I a woman. If,
in the darkness and cold and loneliness of the night you find
temptation too strong to resist … I have told Neil I will offer no
resistance of my own. Subject closed? For now and perhaps
ever?’

He had gone into the shack and set down his
rifle on the table. Now he struck a match on the underside of the
table and lit the kerosene lamp hung from a hook in the ceiling.
When he turned to look at her she was waiting patiently for an
answer as she stood against the closed door between the shuttered
windows.

‘You’re a strange lady,
Mary-Ann,’ he said, with a pensive shake of his head as he removed
his hat.

The briefest of cool smiles flitted across
her face as she moved away from the door to cross to the cold
stove. And told him: ‘I’m a realist, Mr. Steele. Neil was the
dreamer in our relationship. I always sought to foresee problems
before they came, while he constantly hoped for the best.’

‘I’ll do my best to resist
temptation and not be a problem,’ Steele said.

‘Oh, I didn’t mean that to sound
the way it came out!’ she exclaimed. She was down on her knees
before the stove, preparing to rake out the dead ashes. When she
half turned toward him, the black dress closely contoured her
sloping thighs and the jutting cones of her breasts. And the
penitent expression on her face acted to emphasize the sexual
attractiveness of her unwittingly submissive attitude. ‘I mean that
Neil and I—’

‘I know what you meant,
Mary-Ann,’ he broke in, and gave her a quiet smile in a genuinely
contrite attempt to ease her discomfiture.

She nodded her acknowledgement and then
swung around again to resume the grate cleaning chore. Offered:
‘I’m not usually so careless in the way I express myself.’

All he could see of her now was the
disheveled blonde hair and the black-clothed curve of her back from
narrow shoulders to the flare of her hips and the slender shanks
below.

‘I can believe that,’ he
answered, conscious of the strain of huskiness in his tone as he
found himself unable to shift his gaze away from the woman as a
stirring of desire for her refused to be checked. ‘And maybe you
should know something about me.’

She started to turn to look at him once
more, but with curiosity mixed in with more than a modicum of
desire in her light, almond-shaped eyes this time.

‘Usually,’ he went on, moving to
the side so that the table was not between them as she hooked a
hand over the cold stove to help herself upright on suddenly
weakened legs, ‘I don’t get to make a widow this way.’

‘You don’t?’ Mary-Ann countered,
arousal causing her hands and her voice to tremble as she stood to
her full height and withdrew the hand tentatively from the support
of the stove, like she was ready to reach for it again should the
final reserve of strength drain out of her frame.

‘No, Mary-Ann,’ Steele told her,
wanting the woman so badly that the anticipation of taking her
approached the threshold of pain. But at the same time he was glad
he was committed to giving her a final opportunity to reject him.
Added ice to his tone and his eyes when he said: ‘Usually I only
make a widow by killing her husband.’

 



Chapter Ten

 


MARY-ANN SAID
THROATILY:
‘But never for money, Mr. Steele?’

And the Virginian did a double take at the
woman as she moved away from the stove toward where he had come to
a cautious halt beside the table. Where, for a stretched second, he
experienced unfamiliar emotional turmoil. He had tried to shock her
into revulsion for him at a moment when he ached with lust for her
while he attempted to pretend he was indifferent to her response.
Now, as his judgment was clouded, he could not decide if the look
in her eyes and the tone of her voice were born of malevolence or
animal desire. And he felt torn between pride and contempt for
himself and respect and disapproval of her.

Then she came to a halt, an arm’s length in
front of him, and started to bring up a hand for him to hold. And a
gentle smile turned up the corners of her mouth slightly and
generated a faint light in her eyes as she said with just a trace
of thickness in her voice:

‘If anyone ever finds out,
they’ll say it happened before Neil was cold in his grave. But the
still warm dead no longer have wants and needs. Like the living …
some of whom don’t give a small damn for what others say about
them?’

‘Die you bastard, die!’ a man
roared, just before Steele’s slowly rising gloved hand was about to
make contact with that of the woman.

He saw the encouraging and
understanding smile suddenly wiped from her face by a look of mixed
fear and hatred as she snapped back her head to look upwards once
more. A woman as pragmatic as she was, never for part of one second
experiencing the irrational dread that it was the soul
of her dead husband
taunting her from limbo. She looked up at the smoke blackened
ceiling because it was from above this that the raucous words were
directed.

High above, Steele knew, as his lust was
displaced by momentary self-anger before an ice-cold fear took
over—formed his features into an impassive set and triggered a
series of smooth actions: swung him away from the woman to scoop up
his rifle off the table. His intention then was to complete the
turn, douse the lamp and stride to the doorway, wrench open the
door and explode as many shots as he could at the muzzle flashes of
the enemy’s guns before he died.

‘No, this way!’ Mary-Ann rasped,
and got the harshly whispered command issued just before a downpour
of tumbling rocks crashed onto the roof of the shack and bounced to
the ground on three sides.

The Virginian was still coldly contemplating
imminent death and the prospect of killing as many as six of those
responsible for his doom. If there were that many men at ground
level out front of the shack, eagerly waiting for the woman and him
to lunge through the doorway. Panicked by the bellowing voice of
the man perched on top of the cliff against which the shack was
built—who now attempted to heighten the terror of the couple in the
tiny building by sending the minor avalanche of rocks down onto it.
This as Steele froze his move toward the doorway and turned just
his head to peer at the woman—in time to see her bending over as
she struggled to shift a storage chest from the base of the cliff
that formed the rear wall of the shack. The chest was obviously too
heavily packed for her to move unaided and during the stretched
seconds while the rocks pounded deafeningly on the roof, he was
host to a hatred for Mary-Ann Slattery that threatened to expand
into a white-hot anger with her.

For it was her fault as much as
his that he was just seconds away from death. A stupid, futile
death at the hands of a bunch of clannish Texans who made a living
from digging rock out of holes in the ground. A death at the end of
a life in which he had survived countless times against the highest
odds when the Union army, hostile Indians, and professional gunmen had been
intent upon killing him. Or men not unlike the Rexalls and their
hired hands had tried to kill him for less impersonal reasons. But
most of those reasons had been good and valid ones. And, by the
same token, most times the Virginian would have gone down fighting
for some kind of cause for which he considered it worth dying. Now
though, he was about to go to his death because he had lusted after
a woman. A woman who, as a new widow, should not have knowingly
stoked his desire for her body. But who had done just that. Almost
from the moment of their first meeting when he had been certain
that behind her mourning veil she had not been ignoring him while
she talked with Chuck Naylor. Then, he was again certain, the
bogging down of the wagon wheel behind the fallen tree stump had
been deliberately staged. Afterwards, studied looks and carefully
chosen words and phrases had encouraged him to suppress the
warnings of his better judgment and submit to the lascivious line
of thought that each sight of her attractive face and alluring form
acted to make more irresistible. Then had come the tandem ride from
the Rexall
Quarry Company to the shack, with the woman perforce seated with legs
apart in a sexually provocative attitude as she was pressed hard
against him on the constantly rising and falling back of the
stallion.

It was little wonder then, that he was in a
constant state of arousal that made it difficult for him to think
of anything other than the body of the woman and his lust to
possess it. Particularly after Amos Quinn went his own way back to
Barclay and left them alone to head for the isolated shack on the
timbered hillside and the prospect of having Mary-Ann Slattery
became more attainable with every step the horse took. If the woman
had signaled just one tiny token of resistance—made it known she
was going to raise the most insignificant objection to sharing her
bed with him—he would have closed his mind to her as a sexually
desirable woman: given greater thought to the possibility that
pursuit had not ended at the entrance to the Rexall quarries. It
had merely become secretive.

‘Help me!’ Probably she shrieked the plea
at the top of her voice as she wrenched her head around so that
Steele could
see the strain of physical exertion and the tormented frown of
emotional entreaty on her face. But he knew what she said only
because he read her lips that formed the words. For the barrage of
sound as the man-made rockfall continued to pound the roof of the
shack totally masked her voice. As he admitted the fallacy of the
premise behind the thoughts that had been flashing through his
mind, and his rage at the woman withered when he whirled and moved
to do as she pleaded.

She knew she was going to die as uselessly
as he and there was something in back of the heavy trunk she was
desperate to see or hold before the end. He had been entirely wrong
to attach any blame for the present situation to her. He either was
responsible for his own actions and their consequences or he was
not true to himself. And to blame a fine-looking woman for getting
him into this mess because he was too horny to be concerned with
anything other than screwing her … well, the least he could do for
even entertaining the wretched notion for just a few seconds was to
abandon his own intention of dying with the empty-chambered Colt
Hartford in his hands in favor of helping Mary-Ann Slattery to
indulge a final feminine whim.

‘Okay, that’s just the start,
you son of a bitch and you bitch!’ the man up on the top of the
cliff roared. ‘Gonna hot things up a little now!’

The trunk was six feet long by about four
wide and deep. It needed all the Virginian’s strength in addition
to that of the woman to start it folding away from the rock face at
one end.

‘What the hell is—’ Steele
started to groan, a scowl of effort giving way to one of bitterness
as he recognized the voice of Dick Sayers.

‘Just books,’ she answered.
‘Neil and I both read a lot. There, that’s enough, I
think.’

He had been going to ask her
what she wanted from behind or under the weighty chest rather than
the reason it was so heavy. Then, as she began to answer him on the
wrong assumption, he turned his head away and frowned in
concentration. Listening intently to another sound from
outside the
timbered walls and roof of the small shack. A sound far less
intrusive than the crashing of falling rocks. But somehow far more
menacing. A kind of rushing and subdued roaring noise, interspersed
with muted sounds of debris a great deal lighter than rocks
impacting with the roof. Then, just before a wisp of smoke
infiltrated from the foot of the door, he realized that flaming
brush was being dropped down on and around the shack.

‘I’ll go first, all
right?’

She sounded utterly matter-of-fact and when
he snapped his attention back to her he saw that her tone did not
match the expression on her face. That the indifference of her
voice was to emphasize the brand of triumph she was experiencing,
as she smiled faintly at him and then came near to laughing out
loud as she tilted her head back to peer up at the ceiling above
which the roar of flames was now unmistakable.

Then she turned, dropped onto all fours and
crawled into the gap between the rock face and the dragged-aside
corner of the trunk—to go from sight through a crudely hewn hole at
the base of the cliff.

‘Broiled bastard and baked
bitch!’ Sayers screamed in high-pitched excitement as more smoke
wafted into the shack, at the shuttered windows as well as the
closed door now. ‘Any of you guys hungry enough to eat a meal like
that?’

‘She looked good enough to eat
when she was alive, Dick!’ a man yelled. From ground level, in the
clearing out front of the shack.

‘And the dude!’ another man
called from a different area of the clearing. ‘He looked pretty
damn easy to chew up! And then spit out!’

There was a chorus of laughter, impossible
to judge from how many throats against the increasing ferocity of
the roaring flames.

‘Hey, don’t you worry inside
there!’ Sayers mocked from above as smoke began to pour inside more
rapidly after a hole was burned in the roof. ‘Just jokin’! We ain’t
cannibals! Anyway, don’t figure there’ll be any meat left fit to be
chewed on after … well, let me put it this way you bastard
and bitch! It’s not
me and the boys that are gonna have a blow out here
tonight!’

The hole in the wall that had been concealed
by the trunk was just two feet wide by maybe two and a half high.
The rock through which it tunneled was three feet thick and the
Virginian speeded his belly crawl to get out the other end as he
recognized the implication of what the man on the top of the cliff
was saying.

It was not pitch dark beyond the end of the
short tunnel, even while his wriggling body blocked off the light
from the kerosene lamp that continued to glow steadily in the
smoke-filled shack. And as he pushed his rifle clear of the hole
and started to drag himself into the larger tunnel, he realized
what caused the faint and flickering red-tinged light: it was the
fringe glow of the flames that were flaring on and around the
doomed shack—reaching into the entrance of the old mine and down
the tunnel that ran parallel with the base of the cliff face.

While rock and distance and the roaring of
the voracious flames distorted beyond the point of comprehension
the taunting voice of Dick Sayers, Steele adopted the same
squatting posture as Mary-Ann in the perhaps four-foot-high by
four-foot-wide mine tunnel. She on one side of the shack’s secret
exit and he on the other. In the meager light of the fire from the
mine entrance some fifty feet to their left, he could see the shine
of her eyes and teeth as the woman continued to relish the triumph
of outwitting the men trying to kill them. For long moments, while
Sayers continued to hurl malevolence down through the flames to
where he had every reason to believe Adam Steele and Mary-Ann
Slattery were helplessly trapped, the woman sat on her haunches
with her back and the back of her head pressed against one wall of
rock, her glinting-eyed gaze fixed upon the constantly moving
pattern of faint light and black shadow on the other. This as smoke
began to curl lazily in through the mine entrance. And to billow
out of the hole between her and the Virginian.

Then Sayers’ rising tone
suggested he was reaching a virulent crescendo. His voice was
curtailed. There was just the steady roar and intermittent crackle
of burning. Until the woman coughed on the thickening smoke and her pleasure
in the situation was replaced by fear of the just recognized new
danger. ‘We could choke to death!’ she gasped, and covered her
mouth and nostrils with both cupped hands as she turned her no
longer tacitly laughing eyes to stare in horror through the
swirling smoke at Steele. ‘We must get—’

She made a move to half rise and turn away
from him—intent upon staggering through the thinner cloud of smoke
toward the mine entrance and the promise of clean night air
beyond.

‘They’re not the kind of men to
believe in ghosts, lady!’ Steele rasped. And he turned in the same
direction she faced. Firelight was stronger than that of the lamp
as it shafted now through the smoke that coiled out of the hole
from the house. He lunged across the light and smoke, thrusting
forward the Colt Hartford to press it between her ankles. A
coughing fit gripped him and he was forced by the stinging assault
of smoke against his eyes to close them. This a part of a second
after he heard her scream of alarm and saw her start to tumble
forward. Then, perhaps a full second later, a massive explosion
made a deafening impact on his eardrums. And, as he felt the blast
of rushing air from the hole flatten him into the floor of the mine
tunnel, for the second time this night he was convinced he was at
the violent end of his turbulent life. Smoke, heat and a million
particles of debris filled his world to the exclusion of all else.
While the pain of deafness expanded until it threatened insanity,
but then withdrew the threat. And the stench of the detonation was
such that it seemed impossible for him to keep from retching, but
he did. His world remained confined, though, and he was forced to
wait for the ceiling and walls of the mine tunnel to cave
in.

As he did so, he blamed only
the men who had sprung the trap for what was about to happen to
him. Not himself, nor Mary-Ann Slattery, not the series of events
that had led to him being in the trap, nor any ethereal ruling fate
that had steered him on to the course of those events. He stoked
his hatred for the men responsible for his imminent death. Then
abandoned this as a futile exercise. And found himself
in the grip of a
melancholic sense of regret. Not for the past, though. He was in a
well of sadness that he never had gotten to start up the horse
stud—the dream for the future that had given purpose to his present
and negated the wasteful emptiness of so much of the
past.

‘How’s about that, Tommy old
buddy! Have we raised hell or have we raised hell?’

‘We sure as hell raised the
roof, Dick!’

‘And flattened every frigging
thing else, seems like!’

Dick Sayers opened the high-pitched,
gloating exchange. Tom Rexall was the next to make himself heard.
Then Ambrose Jansen made a crowing contribution. All three of them
at ground level now. And all bursting into raucous laughter. Then
other words were uttered, but Steele did not listen intently enough
to hear what was said, let alone recognize the speakers. For, in
the stretched seconds after he became aware that he had again
cheated a violent death, his prime concern was to guard against new
danger. Which, for the moment, entailed keeping quiet and out of
sight—and ensuring that the woman did the same.

‘It’s all right, Mr. Steele,’
Mary-Ann said. And her warm breath against his ear was the only
bearing he had on how close she had moved to him. ‘I know what you
meant about ghosts. It’s best we make a pretense of being
dead.’

His ears still hurt and the acrid pungency
of the explosion continued to keep bile in his throat. But the
blast had cleared the tunnel of smoke and, once he had fisted grit
from his eyes, he was able to see the woman, as a crouched
silhouette against the faint moonlight that entered through the
mine adit about forty feet beyond her. He could not see his horse
or gear in the same meager light, even after he had picked himself
up off the rocky floor to squat once again in the same way as
Mary-Ann.

‘I’m sorry I—’ she started to go
on.

But interrupted it in response to the
Virginian pressing a gloved forefinger to his own compressed lips.
Next she complied with his signal that she should move aside. Then
trailed him toward the mine entrance, the both of them bent forward
from the waist beneath the low ceiling of the tunnel.

There had been no sound of voices from out
in the clearing for some time, and Steele thumbed back the hammer
of his rifle when he was still several feet short of the opening
where scant moonlight and blessedly fresh air came into the tunnel.
Behind him, the woman heard the movement of the Colt Hartford’s
cocking action and vented a low gasp. She reached forward to catch
hold of Steele’s jacket, tugged on it to stop him as she came to a
halt. Opened her lips to speak as he turned his head to direct a
warning frown at her. But it was another voice that ended the
lengthy pause.

‘Tell you something, Tom?’ It
was the heavily-built, acned-faced Jansen, sounding childishly
excited and on the verge of giggling laughter.

‘What’s that, buddy?’ the
pale-faced and average-framed younger Rexall countered, in a tone
that suggested he was experiencing a sense of grim
satisfaction.

‘It can never be said we didn’t
send you off into married life without a bang.’

‘That sure is right,’ the
good-looking, green-eyed and blond-haired Sayers yelled across
Jansen’s shrill laughter.

‘I’ll drink to that, you guys!’
Rexall said, and it sounded to Steele and Mary-Ann as they moved
stealthily closer to the entrance that the rich man’s son was being
infected by the good humor of the others.

‘We all will!’

‘Damn right!’

‘Beats that crazy idea of
holdin’ up old man Quinn’s grocery, Tom!’

‘It wasn’t so crazy, Am!’ Rexall
retorted, on the verge of suppressing his newly found high spirits
under the weight of embittered anger. ‘That old bastard’s sitting
on a damn fortune in that store of his someplace!’

‘The hell with it, that don’t
matter a shit no more!’ Sayers exclaimed happily. ‘All our friggin’
problems are over now. Hell, we even managed to get away from that
stuffed-shirt shindig with all them highfalutin future in-laws of
yours, Tommy old buddy!’

Steele and Mary-Ann had reached
the mine entrance from where, in the shadows beyond the reach of
the pale moonlight, they were able to peer safely out across the
clearing. At the trio of dark-suited young men who were picking
their way among the detritus of the devastated shack to where their
horses were hitched to a clump of brush on the far side of the
trail. Each of them carried a rifle, carelessly gripped in a single
hand as they moved in a swaggering gait, arms about each other’s
shoulders. Even when the neatly attired men reached their mounts
and booted their rifles, then drew bottles from their saddlebags
and swung around to survey the scene of destruction across the
clearing, the couple in the mine entrance were safely out of
sight.

The bottles were uncorked and raised, then
tipped to tilted heads. White-shirted, necktied and jacketed chests
were unwittingly presented as inviting targets to a man and a woman
who both possessed the skill with a rifle to put a bullet squarely
into the heart of each liquor gulping man.

‘We have proof enough, Mr.
Steele?’ the woman whispered, and her breath was warm in his ear
again.

‘You, me and the horse are
enough for me?’ he answered, his voice mere scratches on the
silence as he fleetingly glanced into her face through no more than
three inches of darkness.

‘Thank you,’ she answered,
catching the intonation that invited a positive response.
‘Sometimes it is important what other people know.’

He acknowledged with a nod that he was
prepared to go along with what she wanted. Then spared a hopeful
glance at his horse before he returned his attention to Rexall,
Sayers and Jansen. The stallion, like his saddle and accouterments
and bedroll, was where he had left him earlier, some dozen feet or
so into the higher and wider main mine tunnel that was driven into
the cliff at a right angle from the rock face. The animal, that
would certainly have reacted in noisy panic to the explosion,
continued now to stand in docile and unmoving silence. Perhaps on
the verge of fresh hysteria: but only if pushed to it by another
outbreak of violent sound.

‘What about that skinny old
bastard, Dick?’ Jansen growled as he interrupted his drinking and drew
the back of a thick hand across his fleshy lips and
chin.

‘It’s a damn shame he wasn’t in
that place with the other two,’ Rexall snarled, his mood of
sourness returning again as he glowered at the remains of the
shack.

‘Forget about him,’ Sayers
announced in a light tone of reassurance as he corked his bottle
and returned it to the saddlebag. ‘Most Barclay folks have thought
he was a crazy old man for a long time. Tommy old buddy. After him
blamin’ himself for the way you gunned down his kid granddaughter,
hell—’

Rexall was taking another drink. He almost
choked on the liquor in his throat, as he ripped the bottle away
from his mouth and yelled in high rage: ‘Not me, you crazy bastard!
Never say it was me! That guy … the one that lived—’

‘Slattery, Tom, Neil Slattery,’
Jansen supplied as he turned from putting away his
bottle.

‘Yeah, Slattery. He’s the one
pulled the trigger that killed the girl!’

He glowered at Sayers, who took his time
about lighting a cigar before he nodded and allowed:

‘Sure, Tommy old buddy. With
just the three of us being around, I forgot to keep it in mind.
But, like I was sayin’, if Quinn tries to stir the shit about
anythin’ that means trouble for us, every last person in town will
say that he’s crazy as a coot.’

Sayers’ placating tones and Jansen’s eager
nods of agreement failed to entirely convince Rexall. His anger
diminished, but he was still disgruntled as he stowed his bottle
and climbed slowly into his saddle.

Mary-Ann whispered in bitter tones and with
a catch in her voice: ‘The son of a bitch couldn’t even remember
Neil’s name.’

Steele made no response as the
two of them watched Sayers mount his horse lithely while the fleshy
Jansen was clumsily awkward in getting up astride his saddle.
Rexall was talking again, but in low tones that failed to carry
clearly to the eavesdroppers through the sounds of the mount. Then
it was Dick Sayers who became the unopposed self-appointed leader of the
trio—wheeling his horse ahead of the others and riding into the
timber on the far side of the trail with confident
speed.

‘A short cut over the hill to
the Rexall property?’ Steele asked.

She shrugged; the look of embittered hatred
still firmly set on her pale face. ‘I suppose it must be. Neil
always rode the trails to and from work. I expect he would have
discovered the cut-off in due course. If he had been allowed to
live for any length of time.’

Steele turned from peering into the dark
timber on the far side of the trail beyond the clearing as the
diminishing sounds of three horses being ridden over soft ground
finally faded from earshot. And he looked quizzically at the woman,
who had seemed to be talking absently out of a deep mood of
detachment—which might have signaled the onset of total withdrawal
from the real world that was violently collapsing around her.

‘I’m glad you knew of another
way out of the shack, Mary-Ann,’ he said evenly.

She detected concern in his tone or sensed
it in his attitude. Said without a sign or sound of tension as she
started toward the mouth of the mine: ‘It’s all right, Mr. Steele.
I’m all right now. But I have this dread, a horror, of choking to
death on smoke. Of being asphyxiated, you know? When I have
nightmares, that’s the one that causes me most terror. After what
happened in the explosion, I was still feeling …’ She had stepped
out into the open night air and she shrugged. ‘Well, it was
fortunate I didn’t have such easy access to your rifle this time,
Mr. Steele. Because when that Rexall boy couldn’t recall Neil’s
name …’

She was still talking too much, and in a way
that warned she was still close to losing her grip on reality. But
now she realized the danger without turning to look at the
Virginian.

‘Anyway, I’m glad temptation was
out of reach. You asked about the back way out of the shack. Neil
and I couldn’t fail to see it when we moved into the place. There
was no furniture of any kind to conceal it then. Neil and I put the
trunk across the hole to block out the draft. He
was going to fill
it in properly after he got through with more urgent chores on the
place.’ Only now did she turn her head to look at what remained of
the shack for which she and her husband had made plans. And she
said something, but her voice was too low for Steele to even detect
its tone.

This as he finished checking on the
stallion, having found the horse as calm and fit as he had looked
when he first glanced at him in the wake of the explosion. He had
sweated a little and some of the dried lather of this was crusted
to his coat, that was all. Moving back towards the mine entrance,
he saw just why he had failed to be aware of the side tunnel when
he brought his horse and gear into the adit earlier. For, with the
pale moonlight entering at the angle it did, the unevenly hewn hole
appeared as just one more patch of dark shadow on the wall.

Outside, standing beside the woman in black
whose paleness of face and blondeness of hair was emphasized by
this same moonlight, the Virginian first looked at her. And saw he
had been right to trust that she was capable of maintaining her
self-control without interference.

‘After losing a husband, Mr.
Steele,’ she murmured sadly without glancing at him, ‘a home is
nothing.’

The shack, he saw, had been completely
razed, the fabric of the building and the entire contents reduced
to a state of blackened disintegration. Much of the stone and the
timber and the metal fragments had been hurled in three directions
across the clearing by the powerful blast. But enough of the
exploded shack had been tossed straight up and then came down again
to pile against the base of the cliff and hide the hole through
which the occupants had escaped. Only as he looked at the heaped
and strewn wreckage did Steele become aware of the dry smell of the
explosion that continued to permeate the cool night air. No flames
or even smoke rose from the ruin, the force of the detonation
having smothered the fires.

The woman suddenly sighed and said with grim
determination: ‘I know what I must do now is not lose my
reason.’

Steele tried a faint smile on
her as he answered: ‘Have to admit, I thought you were close to misplacing
it a while ago.’

She nodded and returned his smile, but there
was still a clear-to-see hint of hard resolution in back of her
moonlight glinting eyes and the sardonic twist of her lips. Or
maybe, the Virginian reflected as Mary-Ann returned her unblinking
gaze to the wrecked shack and then swung her head slowly to peer at
the timber into which the three men had ridden, the bleak smile was
a sign that the woman was being drawn closer still to the fine line
between brooding grief and derangement.

‘I was, but I’m all right now,’
she assured him yet again. And smiled brightly—too brightly?—at him
as she whirled to add: ‘Only trouble is, I can no longer offer you
the hospitality I promised.’

There was not a trace of sexuality implicit
in her tone or expression. And the glittery smile went from her
eyes and left her mouth in the shape of cynicism as she looked once
more at the heap of charred rubble at the base of the cliff.

‘It’s not all bad, Mary-Ann,’
Steele told her, needing to make a conscious effort at a lightness
of tone.

‘No?’ she posed
absently.

‘You said it. Losing your place
is nothing. And, anyway …’ He jerked a hooked thumb at the adit and
brightened his smile when she looked questioningly at him. ‘There’s
still mine.’

 



Chapter Eleven

 


MARY-ANN SLATTERY WAS
gone before dawn
that Monday morning. And so was the Colt Hartford revolving rifle
with the inscribed gold plate on the fire charred rosewood
stock.

When they re-entered the mine tunnel the
previous night, the woman had been apathetically amenable to doing
whatever he asked of her. It was as if the weight of all that had
happened to her since she heard about the death of her husband
suddenly melded into a single mass to burden her both mentally and
physically. He could have taken her without protest, but it would
also have been without feeling except for his own lust—that
diminished, anyway, when he realized the degree of her
exhaustion.

So he had simply unfurled his bedroll and
she had compliantly stretched out beneath the blanket, not even
making a token protest that he had no such comfort. And she was
breathing very deeply, coming close to snoring, before he had
donned his sheepskin coat and stretched out on the rock floor a few
feet from her, head resting on his saddle, hat tipped over his face
and rifle under the palm of his right hand.

Sleep came to him almost as quickly as to
the woman. He did not usually sleep deeply, but when he awoke to
the weak light of the morning sun entering the mine his first
instinct was to think that he was deluding himself. For he knew
instantly that something was wrong, and if he had been taking his
usual light rest that was just below the surface of awareness, his
sixth sense for danger would have alerted him before sun-up.

He closed his gloved right hand
into a fist, and there was no rifle frame to prevent this. He
raised his left hand and tilted his hat onto his head, and saw the bedroll
where he had unfurled it but without the slender-framed woman
between the blankets. He lifted his head off the pillow of his
saddle and looked over his shoulder. And the sight of the black
stallion served to defuse the anger that was threatening to expand
from ice-cold to hot: a potential fury that would have been more
than adequate to share liberally between Mary-Ann Slattery and
himself. The woman for stealing his most prized possession and
himself for allowing his guard to drop so that she had the
opportunity.

But, he acknowledged as he got to his feet
and flexed muscles stiffened by the many hours of inactivity on the
hard rock floor of the mine, her act of taking his rifle had not
placed him in immediate jeopardy. There had never been any reason
not to trust her when they bedded down last night and so his
subconscious had failed to trigger a warning when she eased the
rifle from beneath his sleeping hand and moved stealthily out into
the night—taking from him no more than she needed to do what she
felt she must.

Now, moving toward his horse with the
saddle, Adam Steele vented a low grunt of satisfaction with the
outcome of this line of thinking. But he had to work at keeping a
scowl off his face as he completed the saddling of the horse and
then fixed his bedroll on behind. And he wasn’t entirely
successful, he knew: felt from time to time his mouthline being
involuntarily pulled out of its usual impassive set as his cold
anger for the woman rose close to the surface.

Then he led the saddled stallion outside and
stood for a few moments gazing up at the clear blue sky and
breathing the clean air of the new morning. Until the simple
pleasure of merely being alive and alone was not enough and he
looked at the wreckage of the Slattery shack; and his nostrils
caught a vestige of the stale odor of old burning that still clung
to the low mound of blackened debris under the fire scorched face
of the cliff. When, although he did not go so far as to forgive
Mary-Ann for stealing from him, he allowed, as he clucked his horse
into motion, that she had suffered compelling provocation.

In leading the stallion across
the wreckage-strewn clearing and onto the trail, he became aware of
his own smell. But, as he rasped the back of a gloved hand over the heavy
growth of mostly white bristles on his jaw, he found it easy to
break with habit. For a wash up and shave—and everything else, come
to that—could wait until he had retrieved the Colt Hartford that
was all he had left of his birthright. Could wait, he reflected
wryly a few seconds later, even on a day when there was a good
chance he was going to a wedding. And, some minutes after this when
he had mounted the stallion and followed the woman’s sign down the
spur and onto the main trail at the lake, the odds on him attending
the Rexall wedding were shortened considerably. For she had taken
the south trail, toward Barclay.

Almost certain of Mary-Ann’s destination,
Steele rode at an easy pace in the same direction. But occasionally
as the morning got brighter and warmer he paid closer attention to
the broken surface of the heavily used trail than he did to the
sunlit country that surrounded him. For he could not be entirely
sure that Mary-Ann had it in mind to spring something in front of
the people of town. For there was the possibility that during the
cold and dark of night inside the mine she had conceived a
vengeance plan to simply strike at those responsible for her grief
and misery, without consideration for the consequences. A plan that
had gained in attraction in the brightening dawn, as she got closer
to Barclay where so many people owed their livelihood and
prosperity to the Rexalls and where she was a virtual stranger. Or
maybe such an idea could have first occurred to her as she made the
long trek on foot over a trail on which she had been ambushed. A
trail, on either side of which, there were countless places she
could wait in hiding for the wedding party to show. And the fully
loaded rifle in her skilled hands …

But what dark thoughts had crowded into the
homeless widow’s mind as she took the long walk to Barclay was
academic, for each time the Virginian checked on her sign, he found
it. And the last time he looked was at the point where the trail
swung around the curve between the bluff and the stand of timber,
beyond which the single street of Barclay began. Mary-Ann Slattery
had moved around the curve and gone off the open trail and onto the
street.

Steele had not thought this far ahead and
for a second or so was undecided about what he should do. But then,
with an icy smile that turned up the corners of his mouth but
failed to put light into his dark eyes, he led his mount into the
mixed timber to the west, across the trail from the
seventy-foot-high cliff face. Where he found a spot that was shaded
and had good grass for the stallion to graze without any danger of
being spotted unless somebody came looking among the trees.

Maybe he had not been aware of reaching a
decision, he reflected, as he attended to unsaddling his horse. But
his subconscious had taken care of it. For why else had he not
ridden hard and fast to catch up with the woman and reclaim his
rifle? Hell, if he had not deep down been wanting and even willing
Mary-Ann Slattery to give to the Rexalls and their conspirators
what was coming to them, he would have come instantly and angrily
awake when she tried to steal the Colt Hartford. The seeming anger
at her and at himself and the constant checking and double checking
that she was heading where he thought … that had all been pretense.
A smoke screen laid between his better judgment and a gut reaction
from an experience of the long ago past.

When a father rather than a husband had been
wantonly murdered because he was in the wrong place at the wrong
time. And a mansion instead of a shack was reduced to a smoldering
ruin. And the rifle Abraham Lincoln gave to Ben Steele had been
carried down a vengeance trail to be used against the killers.
While a friend named Jim Bishop who thought he knew better rode out
behind the would-be judge and jury and executioner. Bish was unable
to prevent the killings, then failed in the worst possible way to
see that Adam Steele paid for taking the law into his own hands.
There had been many dark days since then when the Virginian
considered he had paid more than a court of law could ever have
extracted from him. But never once would he have traded a
lifetime’s peace of mind for that moment of ecstatic satisfaction
when he knew he had shot dead the men who lynched his father.

And so now he was able to
sympathize with Mary-Ann Slattery, understand her instinct to kill and even
condone her act of taking his most prized possession from
him.

‘Yeah,’ he drawled softly as he
ran a gloved hand slowly down the smooth neck of the black
stallion. And there was a glimmer of light in back of his
coal-black eyes when he parted his lips to show a faintly boyish
grin. ‘Stealing from Steele, that really put you on your mettle,
Mary-Ann.’

The horse vented an irritable snort and
jerked his head away from the gloved hand in a gesture of seeming
impatience.

‘Sure, feller,’ the Virginian
allowed absently, glancing up through the spring-leafed timber at
where the sun was well advanced on its morning climb. ‘It’s not
just the iron lady who has a pressing engagement.’

 



Chapter Twelve

 


AT NOON THE only sound that reached along
the entire length of Barclay’s single street to be heard by Adam
Steele was the chiming of a number of clocks from inside some of
the flanking buildings. The clocks were not all exactly correct and
so the variously toned chimes began before the hot sun was at its
zenith and rang out more than a dozen strikes in the wake of
afternoon getting started.

Nothing moved on the street for as far as he
was able to see, either. Not a stray dog nor a fly nor even a grain
of dust, for there was not a breath of breeze to disturb the utter
stillness of the bright and heated air.

Earlier, he had seen the last of the wedding
guests hurry from sight around the curve at the southern end of the
street; rushing to get into the church before the marriage ceremony
began after they were through fussing and fretting over
insignificant details of the feast that was to follow the joining
of Tom Rexall with his bride.

The wedding breakfast was to be
an open-air affair and from where the Virginian watched for the day
to turn sour he could see that a lot of planning and work had gone
into making this an occasion for the entire town to enjoy. Midway
along the street, centered between the Lone Pine Saloon and the Barclay meeting hall,
trestle tables had been set up to form three sides of a rectangle
with the shortest length running across the street. There were
chairs to just one side of this run of tables, facing toward the
north. There were chairs and place settings to both sides and the
ends of the other tables sufficient to seat upward of two hundred
people in all, he estimated. Freshly laundered and crisply pressed
covers of many contrasting colors in addition to white draped the considerable
combined length of the tables, and the households that had provided
these had also supplied adequate cutlery and condiment sets. There
was not, as yet, any food or drink, plates or glasses on the table.
But, from what he had seen and heard of the last-minute
preparations before women traded aprons for hats and hurried away
as they smoothed their skirts and patted their hair, all of this
was set up and ready to be served from the saloon on one side and
the meeting hall on the other. It had also become clear that the
children were going to be corralled in the meeting hall with their
own special feast, while the menfolk were forbidden to enter
the Lone
Pine until
the meal was over.

More building facades were decorated with
festive bunting than were not, but enough were not hung with
streamers and flags for the grocery store of Amos Quinn and Chuck
Naylor’s blacksmith forge to appear unexceptional. Most of the
decorations were suggestive of Christmas or July Fourth
celebrations rather than of a wedding. Lone Star, and Stars and
Bars flags and pennants were everywhere. There was not a Union flag
to be seen anywhere.

Probably the most decorative building front
was that of Matt Wolfe’s dry goods store, a few yards up from the
end of one of the longer runs of table. But this was doubtless only
significant because the stoop of the store had been transformed for
the duration of the celebrations into a bandstand—there was an
upright piano and stool on the stoop, along with three chairs on
which a fiddle and two guitars rested. These instruments promising
a more tuneful program of music than the organ at the church had
provided before and during the marriage service.

But now, as the out-of-tune and
under-powered pump organ began to give out with the joyous strains
of the Wedding March and the peal of bells sounded in exuberant
competition, Steele acknowledged with an uncaring grunt that he had
quite likely misjudged the selection of hymns and the organist’s
manner of playing them. Because his view of everything connected
with this marriage was jaundiced by the violent events that had
preceded it. And his cooly calculated expectation that there would
be more blood spilled before the newly made marriage was much
older.

Then he abandoned consideration of
unimportant side issues and reflection upon what might happen at
the wedding feast, to watch and wait and wonder if he would be able
to remain detached from what would take place on this hot and
brightly sunlit spring afternoon in a small Texas town.

The women who had been the last to scamper
off to the church around the curve at the south end of the then
deserted street were now the first to bustle back into sight again,
laughing or weeping or both as they retrieved their aprons and
hurriedly refastened them around their waists. Steele could put
names to the sour-mouthed and beanpole-thin Annie Stone, the
plain-faced Dorothy Parsons, the once pretty and now bloated Thelma
Cromwell. Older than these and the women he could not name, but
arthritically anxious to do her share of the chores was the
gray-haired and gray-faced Mrs. Brady.

A bunch of two dozen or so children aged
from five to fifteen were next to escape the reverent atmosphere of
the church, eager to get to the eating and drinking part of the
wedding celebration. Now even the older girls in the group were of
an age to be moved to tears by what they had witnessed.

Those youngsters charged with
the responsibility of riding herd on the rest were given help by
the again fussing and fretting women to steer the children into the
meeting hall. All this while the organist continued to give full
vent to a jubilant blaring of the Wedding March in competition with
the incessant clanging of the peal of bells at the church. Then, as
the already eating and drinking children were allowed to emerge as
far as the porchway to see the scene, and Dorothy Parsons stepped
from the saloon bearing a highly polished salver on which stood two
tall glasses of champagne, the groom and his bride appeared on the
curve of the street. At the head of a press of people who were
hurling handfuls of rice at them and at each other. Everyone
laughing or grinning as they yelled back and forth. Advice and
jokes, rejoinders and counter-jokes flew as thick and fast as the
showers of rice. Most of what was said probably unheard even by those it was
intended for because of the organ music and the bells and the roars
and shrieks of laughter that accompanied the voices.

Thinking fleetingly of his own
wedding amid the squalid surroundings of an Apache
rancheria, Adam Steele certainly heard no more than an occasional
shrilly called word that carried from the wedding party to where he
stood in the early afternoon shade of the blacksmith forge doorway.
But he had attended as guest at a number of lavishly staged
weddings during his youth back in Virginia. And had vague
recollections of much the same things being laughingly said at all
of them that were doubtless being blurted on this Texas town
street.

The new Mrs. Tom Rexall was a fine-looking
young woman. A match for her husband’s height, she had raven hair
that was emphasized by the stark whiteness of her wedding gown and
headdress. And a round, youthful, pretty rather than beautiful face
that was probably not so crimson in normal circumstances. Her upper
body, at least, encased in the tight-fitting bodice above the
exaggerated flare of the gown’s skirts, was firm and full and
sexually alluring.

Most of the group around the newlyweds were
women, dressed in a manner and at an expense that set them apart
from the Barclay women who had made most of the preparations for
the feast and now waited anxiously to continue their interrupted
chores. Obviously were relations or friends of the bride or groom.
But it was not just silk- and lace-gowned and hatted ladies who
crowded close to the couple. Attired like the groom in high hats
and swallow-tailed coats of pale gray, were the handsome Dick
Sayers with an unlit cigar gripped between his grinning teeth, the
white-haired and bushy-mustached Duke Rexall who expressed pride on
his bronzed and crinkled face, the elderly Bill Davis and John
Bluell who looked a lot happier now than when they had been among
the group that brought Chuck Naylor’s body to the Slattery shack,
and the just as old Buck Sternwood who looked enough like the bride
to be her grandfather, even her father.

The other local ladies who
either did not volunteer or were not called upon to lend a hand with the
catering arrangements, together with the men of Barclay and Ambrose
Jansen, formed the largest group to crowd into sight where the
single street of the town curved across the front of
Amos Quinn’s
Grocery and Notions
Store and
the next-door barber shop. Bart Parsons who ran the
Lone
Pine, the
pompous doctor, the skinny Charlie Cromwell, the ancient Vernon
Dexter and his elderly look-alike sons. Miles Stone, Ned and Dean
Butler. Some of the men with their wives on their arms. Many of the
guests in this largest group looking uncomfortable in tight or
loose-fitting best clothing that was infrequently worn. Some
appeared discomfited by the small-town grandeur of the unusual
occasion. Because of these factors, the Virginian was unsure
if—even had he been at a closer vantage point—he would have been
able to recognize whether anyone was experiencing a sense of shame
at being a part of this celebration for the happiness of two young
people when two others were newly buried beside the church which
suddenly became silent.

Obviously by design, the organist and the
bellringers finished in unison. And in the sudden surrounding
silence the laughter and voices of the group centered on the
newlyweds had a stridency that soon offended even those who were
responsible for the body of noise. Then there was an embarrassed
pause that could have lengthened into stretched seconds of high
tension had not the fleshy-framed Dorothy Parsons stepped forward,
a broad smile on her homely face as she extended the sun-glinting
salver toward the bride and groom.

‘Real French champagne from
France, with the compliments of your father-in-law, Mr. Rexall. And
your father, Ms. Sternwood … oh my, I mean Mrs. Rexall!’ The woman
made the announcement in a histrionic tone that revealed she had
rehearsed the careful error many times. But it produced the
expected burst of tension-relieving laughter as the couple smiled
in acknowledgement at the beaming Buck Sternwood and reached for
the glasses. And Dorothy Parsons reverted to her natural voice to
yell raucously: ‘Don’t you local men worry none! For them
that don’t have the
taste for the finer things of life, Mr. Sternwood’s springin’ for
whiskey!’

Cheers and catcalls and whistling were set
to drown out the swelling volume of laughter as Tom Rexall and his
new wife interlocked their arms so that their faces were drawn
close together as they took a first sip at the champagne.

One of the instigators of the
fresh outburst of noise was Dick Sayers, who stood on one leg so
that he could scrape a match into flame on the sole of his shoe.
Then he touched the fire to the cigar as he started for the
Lone Pine
entrance. And came
to an abrupt halt after taking just one pace. This simultaneously
with the crack of a rifle report. It required perhaps two full
seconds for everyone else at the wedding celebrations to be shocked
into curtailing what they were doing or saying when the shot rang
out. And not all of them got their bearings quickly enough to see
the green-eyed and blond-haired Dick Sayers fall flat out on his
back at the feet of the newlyweds, his corpse held rigid until he
made a dust-raising impact with the street surface, when his dying
nervous system convulsed him and blood gushed from the ragged exit
wound at the back of his head: just trickled from the small hole in
the center of his forehead. His smoking cigar went in one direction
and his high hat rolled in the other.

The dead man lay still. The hat
came to rest. The cigar continued to wisp blue smoke. One woman
screamed and a man shouted, which signaled like responses from many
other throats. This as eyes raked shocked glances to every sun
shadowed place on the street in search of the killing rifle and the
killer behind it. Until a second shot exploded across the chorus of
voices. And, while those closest could not fail to see that the
bullet had hit the discarded cigar and blasted it to shreds, almost
everyone peered at the spot from which the shot was fired. Then,
without exception, all eyes saw the dark metal of the gun barrel as
it was slowly pushed out between the bars of the tiny window of the
small stone jailhouse next to the Lone Pine Saloon. Next, those who knew her and were
in a position to see her bar-shadowed face, rasped the name of
Mary-Ann Slattery as she rested her cheek against the stock of the Colt
Hartford.

Her voice cutting across and then silencing
the buzz of whispering, the grim-faced woman called: ‘I’m where I
belong if that’s what people want! But you can only hang me
once—and I’ve got four more bullets in this rifle!’

She drew a bead on the suddenly sweat
beaded, square-faced Tom Rexall, aligning the rifle sights on the
bridge of his nose between his rapidly blinking blue eyes.

‘Atta girl, Mary-Ann!’ Amos
Quinn bellowed, and checked another surge of vocal sound just as it
began to rise in reaction to the woman’s threat. ‘And I got six
shots in here I’ll be happy to trade for a noose if that’s what
these folks who used to be my friends want!’

The doorway through which he had come out of
his store unnoticed was still open. He was many strides away from
it now, carrying his tall and thin frame in a very upright attitude
as he advanced on the largest group of wedding guests, the ornately
engraved European revolver thrust far out in front of him: held in
a two-handed grip at shoulder level, so he was able to peer along
the top of its barrel and aim the rock steady gun at the head of
the trembling Ambrose Jansen.

‘What is the meaning of this?’
Buck Sternwood demanded to shatter the new silence, ignoring Quinn
to share his angry bewilderment between the resolute face at the
barred window of the jailhouse and the sweating-with-fear Tom
Rexall. ‘I was given to understand …’

‘Me, too!’ Duke Rexall cut in,
and then did a double take along the northern stretch of the street
beyond the carefully set up tables. And the intensity of his
squint-eyed stare through the bright sunlight caused many others to
track the direction of his gaze. To where the unwashed and unshaved
Virginian in the rumpled, slept-in city suit had stepped off the
threshold of the forge and was advancing slowly toward them. ‘The
gunslinger as well, Tom?’

There was no doubt that the
elder Rexall was as perplexed as Sternwood, his son and his company
clerk. But whereas the two younger men were seemingly faced by the
inexplicable, the older ones demanded an explanation. And
for long
moments no more questions could be asked or answers attempted by
men with throats constricted by shock or terror.

‘For once, no lies were told,
gentlemen!’ Mary-Ann Slattery said bitterly, and spat out the
courtesy title like it was an obscenity.

‘I knew for sure it was a lie
when they said Ed Vincent threw dynamite at your place and got
himself shot before it went off!’ Amos Quinn yelled in mounting
excitement.

‘I was told you and the stranger
was dead sure enough,’ Thelma Cromwell rasped in a disgruntled
tone—the town gossip affronted to have been informed of what was
now patently a false rumor.

Steele drawled as he moved across the line
where a fourth run of trestle tables would have completed the
rectangle: ‘You can see the living proof, ma’am. The report of our
deaths was blown up out of proportion.’

 



Chapter Thirteen

 


SO, ADAM STEELE had found it impossible to
remain apart from the trouble that had exploded at the wedding. And
could explain his action to himself only as an appeasement of the
threat of shame that had crept in around him as he stood on the
threshold of the dead Naylor’s place, listening to Mary-Ann start
to make her stand and watching old man Quinn advance out into the
open.

During the unhurried, near-strolling
approach of the Virginian along the deserted length of street, the
townspeople backed gingerly away from the gulpingly frightened
Jansen to leave him in inarticulate isolation with a widening space
on all sides but one—this where the gaunt-faced, hollow-eyed, near
toothless old-timer with the fancy handgun in an unwavering
two-handed grip closed in on him. And the fat company clerk
appeared to have become rooted to the spot as he swung this way and
that from his thick waist, big brown eyes entreating somebody to
help him. But he never dared to look at Amos Quinn.

This while Tom Rexall and his bride clung
more closely together—still gripping their glasses of champagne—and
their respective fathers inched closer to them as the other men and
women who had once been in the same group eased steadily away, back
out of the line of fire from the Colt Hartford.

Then the pale-under-his-tan
Duke Rexall took a hold of Tom’s free arm as Buck Sternwood hooked
a gnarled hand over the shoulder of his daughter: and the local man
glared at Mary-Ann through the barred window while the visitor
peered toward the unwelcome stranger who stood on the center of Barclay’s one
street. Rexall got his mouth open first, but the father of the
bride was first to speak.

‘Story is, son, the man Vincent
chased you off Rexall property? All the way back to the widow’s
house?’ He gestured with a motion of his hand down at the corpse of
Sayers. ‘He, Mr. Jansen and my son-in-law tried to prevent further
violence? But were too late? Vincent was shot just as he tossed a
bundle of dynamite on the roof of the widow’s house?’

His intonation made each statement into a
query while his expression was caught between the brand of
impassiveness displayed by Steele and a pained scowl of mounting
anguish as he admitted to himself that he already knew the answers.
As he spoke, he seemed to age over his sixty-some years, shrivel
from his six-foot height and lose enough of his ideal weight to
make his formal wedding suit look too large for his frame.

‘It was me that killed that
sneaky Ed Vincent!’ Quinn yelled. And Ambrose Jansen, whose head
was now just a few inches from the muzzle of the ornate revolver,
was spasmed into a fresh bout of trembling by the harsh toned
words. ‘At the shack at the entrance to the Rexall quarries,
stranger! Plugged him to keep him from using that sneaky hat gun of
his on Steele. I knew he had that hat gun, because I sold it
to—’

Jansen gulped down deep enough to find his
voice, and blurted: ‘But we don’t have guns, Mr. Quinn! Not now!
Tom and me! And neither did Dick! We came here to a wedding! You
can’t shoot us down like—’

‘I’m not concerned with that
kind of blubbering, boy!’ Buck Sternwood snarled, and looked for
stretched seconds as imperious as he sounded. But it required a
greater reserve of willpower than he possessed to sustain such a
commanding attitude—and it was almost as if the massed attention of
the audience concentrated upon him acted to drain him
further.

‘All right, Dad,’ his daughter
said, raising a hand to drape his on her shoulder. Her voice was
sadly soft-spoken, but carried clearly to every listening ear
aligned along either side of the street and held on its center. ‘I’ll
tell you what happened.’

‘Don’t, it can be worked—’ Duke
Rexall began, the process of his feelings altering from
bewilderment to dread suddenly complete.

‘Chrissy, they’ll kill—’ Tom
Rexall cut in on his father, his voice croaky with naked fear as he
switched the near crazed stare of his blue eyes between the faces
of his wife and the widow at the cell window.

‘I don’t want to start our life
together on a foundation of lies and deceit and suspicion, Tom,’
the woman in white said in the same coolly melancholic tone as
before. And eased gently away from his hold on her and out from
under the grip of her father. To step between Tom and Mary-Ann,
facing the woman who was now leveling the rifle at her. ‘And I
think you will allow us a life together if the truth is told before
so many witnesses?’

‘You can tell the people of this
town that Neil Slattery did not kill anybody, lady?’ Mary-Ann
demanded icily.

The bride nodded and the groom vented a
deep-throated groan—looked as if he might have staggered and even
fallen had not his father been by his side to support him. But few
of the watchers spared him more than an irritated glance before
their eager attention was returned to his wife.

‘As it was told to me, Mrs.
Slattery. Tom killed that poor deaf girl. Ambrose Jansen and Dick
Sayers were with him, but it was Tom who panicked and pulled the
trigger. Unaware Jane Quinn was deaf.’

The company clerk clasped his hands at his
broad chest and tilted back his head to stare up at the sun-bright
sky when he was named. But if he spoke aloud a plea for spiritual
guidance it was drowned by the sudden swell of murmuring among the
mass of watchers as the unadorned fact of the tragic killing was
boldly and coldly revealed. Then silence came with shocking
abruptness when the woman in the bridal gown continued:

‘But it was not a stupid prank
that went terribly wrong. Tom genuinely believed Mr. Quinn had a
considerable sum of money hidden in his store. And Tom needed
money badly,
to pay off several gambling debts in the east. In the past when Tom
got into such trouble, his father had always sent money. On this
occasion, Mr. Rexall wouldn’t help Tom … as we thought, until we
found out it was a matter that he could not do so.’

There was another chorus of low-keyed talk,
and attention wavered away from Chrissy Rexall to settle briefly on
Duke and Tom who, despite their worry about the rifle in Mary-Ann’s
steady grip, were also apprehensively aware of the suddenly
glowering Buck Sternwood.

But with the speaking of the
first word as she took up the story again, the woman in white
recaptured all eyes and ears. ‘Duke Rexall has financial troubles
of his own. Or rather, he did have until my father bought
the Rexall
Quarry Company two days ago and …’

‘Shut up and listen to the
girl!’ Buck Sternwood thundered across the new wave of shocked talk
that rose at this fresh revelation that affected almost every
citizen of Barclay to a far greater extent than any
killings.

‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ his daughter
went on, without shifting her intent gaze from Mary-Ann who had
said something to her during the burst of noise. ‘But I didn’t know
anything of this until Tom and the other two got back to the house
last night.’

‘I said to get to the point
about my husband, Mrs. Rexall!’ Mary-Ann urged flatly.

‘Yes, yes, of course. When Tom
told his father what happened at the grocery store, Duke Rexall was
afraid my father would not allow me to marry Tom and would not put
any money into the quarry company. So he had your husband killed
and staged the charade you all know of.’

‘Had Neil killed, Mrs. Rexall?’ Mary-Ann
paraphrased huskily.

For the first time, Chrissy
Rexall’s composure was shaken, as she had to go into details
insisted upon by the widow. ‘Your husband was working just beyond
the window of the room where Tom was talking with his father. Mr.
Rexall saw the passing resemblance. He had Vincent shoot your
husband in such a manner it might appear to be suicide. Then the body was
placed upon the horse Tom had been riding and—’

‘Thank you, Mrs. Rexall,’
Mary-Ann cut in dully. ‘So the man who was instructed to kill Neil
is dead. It only remains—’

‘Ma’am, there’s to be no more
killing here!’ Sternwood interrupted emphatically, and glowered at
the face behind the bars for several seconds before he raked his
gaze briefly over every other face. ‘I figure I’ve been fooled
worse than anyone else around here … except for those that had
loved ones wantonly slaughtered, that is. You hear this now. Like
Chrissy just told you, I’ve bought into the Rexall Quarry
Company.
Haven’t bought out Duke Rexall, but I’m now in control. And things
are going to change around here. For the better, far as law and
order are concerned. There’s either going to be a Ranger post here,
or we’re going to have a duly elected peace officer to deal with
the kind of trouble—’

For the first time since the Colt Hartford
exploded its killing shot into the head of Dick Sayers, smiles
started to show on some faces. The Cromwells and the Parsons, Mrs.
Brady and the Butlers, Miles Stone and even his sour-faced wife
Annie. Bill Davis, John Bluell and some of the other wedding guests
who were strangers in town also expressed smiling relief in
reaction to the easing of tension as the citizens of Barclay
welcomed the promised new order in their community. Some
light-toned talk got started and rose in volume, to an extent where
Buck Sternwood realized he had said enough for the moment.

But then the awesome crack of the Colt
Hartford discharging a bullet from its muzzle once more ended
happiness with fresh death. The shot taking the dismayed Duke
Rexall in the heart with a force of impact that jerked him into a
half turn away from his shocked son, and sent him pitching face
down to the street, hiding the crimson stain that was starting to
blossom across his previously well attired chest.

‘Remained for me to do that,’
Mary-Ann said dully, and released her hold on the rifle. Which she
had thrust far enough through the bars so that the Colt Hartford fell to
the ground outside.

Just as it came to rest at the base of the
stone wall and the totally satisfied woman fisted her hands around
two of the bars at the window, the vocal responses of the again
stunned witnesses were trapped in their throats by the third
killing shot to be fired this sunlit afternoon, as the decorative
revolver bucked in the two-handed grip of Amos Quinn. To drive a
bullet into the side of Ambrose Jansen’s head. Ending the life of
the fat young man where he stood, so that he collapsed at the feet
of his killer, who allowed the gun to slip from his still
outstretched hands to fall onto the inert form of its latest victim
and lodged there. Then the old man dropped his arms to his sides
and began to move like a robot up the street. And announced
flatly:

‘All right, you people. Ready as
the Widow Slattery to face up to what the law says should happen to
me. Which can’t be any worse than should happen to the Rexall boy.
Unless this new rich man’s law allows his daughter’s husband to get
away with—’

Amos Quinn was angling toward the one-cell
jailhouse, his gaze fixed upon the building with the same degree of
concentration as Mary-Ann stared out of the window into a middle
distance only she could see. While two other participants in the
drama were just as resolutely single-minded about one aspect of the
scene, that became raucously noisy again as reaction to the third
killing was vented.

Tom Rexall, white-lipped with anguish, was
unable to tear his stare away from the discarded rifle on the
ground—and seemed for stretched seconds to be helplessly rooted to
the same dust-powdered street where his father lay dead. And Adam
Steele, slowly moving between the side run of tables and the cross
ones as he gazed unwavering at Rexall—having guessed at the idea
that possessed the younger man and just as certain he would soon
overcome the block that was holding him back from unleashing the
compulsive fury swelling inside him.

The Virginian was right.

Tom Rexall lunged forward, an
animalistic roar ripping from his throat in a spray of sun-glinting
saliva. Adam
Steele halted in mid-stride and dropped into a half
crouch.

Yet again the entire town was in the fierce
grip of a nerve stretching silence as the howl of rage that
curtailed all other sound was itself ended. And even breath was
trapped in lungs as Rexall and Steele, Sternwood and his daughter,
Mary-Ann and Amos Quinn came close enough together for the actions
of all of them to be seen by every witness as the component parts
of a fascinatingly horrific tableau.

Rexall dived for the rifle and got both
hands on it. His new bride gaped her mouth wide to shriek at him to
stop. Sternwood and Amos Quinn hurled themselves at the young man
as he straightened up. The woman in the cell continued to grip the
bars and peer between them, either serenely resigned to the muzzle
of the Colt Hartford that was aimed at her or blindly ignorant of
the danger.

Fear constricted the throat of Chrissy
Rexall and trapped the sound deep inside her. Age slowed the
reflexes of her father and Quinn. Steele had time to delve a gloved
hand into the gaping seam of his right pants leg, draw the knife
from the boot sheath and bring his arm high above his head while
Rexall was snatching up the rifle and drawing a bead on the
unconcerned face of Mary-Ann. The Virginian knowing he needed the
extra power of an overarm throw if he was to be sure of stopping
Rexall dead.

The knife left his hand at full arm’s reach,
spinning end over end across the angle where two runs of table met.
Some witnesses were sure they heard the hiss of displaced air. Few
did not hear the clicks as the hammer of the rifle was thumbed
back. The blade struck home at Tom Rexall’s back, left of center.
It sank in at an angle, but nonetheless sank in. Through suit
jacket and vest and shirt and undershirt and flesh. Going in to the
hilt, that was deep enough for the point to puncture the heart as a
dark stain began to spread around the protruding handle.

Tom Rexall made a sound like a
sigh and leaned against the wall to one side of the cell window.
The scowl of fury was displaced by a frown of disappointment as he
felt the rifle slide out of his hands. Then he died, and slid down
the wall, was balanced on his haunches for a moment before he fell
onto his side, high hat rolling away.

Before the hat came to rest and massed pent
up breath was released, the Virginian had placed a hand on a table
top and sprang across the crisp white covering with the neatly laid
out cutlery. And then, before anyone else could do much more than
bat an eyelid or shake a head, he was beside the jailhouse. Where
he stooped to pick up his rifle, then used the Colt Hartford to
hold the corpse still as he eased the knife from the lethal wound.
The blade came free with a muted sucking sound, and he wiped the
blood off the honed metal before he pushed the weapon back into its
sheath.

It was the sight of him cleaning the blade
on the shoulder of Rexall’s jacket that triggered the scream free
from the throat of the widow still in her bridal gown. She took a
step forward and her husband’s discarded champagne glass crunched
under her foot. This made her aware that she was still clutching
the stem of her own. She hurled it viciously at Steele, but it
missed him and shattered on the stone wall of the jailhouse. Then
she looked ready to lunge at the Virginian with her hands clawed
into talons. But her father swung around and fastened an
unbreakable embrace on her.

‘No, girl!’ he barked, and
silenced the subdued outbreak of whispering talk that had begun as
the glass broke against the wall. ‘It has to stop some time! Best
that’s before decent and law-abiding folks get invo—’

‘I was one of that kind before
he killed my granddaughter,’ Amos Quinn said dully. And everyone
watched him go from sight around the side of the jailhouse. Then
heard him out when he appeared behind Mary-Ann Slattery at the
barred window. ‘Same as this young woman was, before the Rexalls
had her man murdered. But if you meant what you said about bringing
law and order to this town, mister, the both of us are ready and
willing to face the consequences of what we done: with the truth of
why we done it. That right, lady?’

The woman gripping the bars
remained locked in the private world where all that mattered to her was
contentment that the brutal and wanton killing of her husband had
been fully avenged.

‘I meant it,’ Buck Sternwood
answered adamantly. And looked pointedly at Adam Steele.

‘And do you mean to run the
quarry company same as always, sir?’ an unidentified man called
from out of the crowd.

‘Mean to run it better,’ the
distinguished looking old man retorted, and perhaps was unaware of
the easing of relief this simple statement triggered around him
while he continued to watch Steele.

‘And I mean to leave this town a
free man, feller,’ the Virginian told him. ‘Without waiting to see
if a court of law upholds my right to do so.’

‘And if anyone tries to stop
you, the killing won’t have stopped?’

‘That’s right.’

There was among the fragmented audience a
sudden return of high tension as the people of Barclay experienced
a willingness to do as Sternwood wanted—and a hope that it would
not entail further violence.

‘I believe you,’ the old man
supporting the near-to-collapse young woman allowed. Then jerked
his head to indicate the deserted stretch of street down which
Steele had come. ‘Ask you to believe all I knew of any of this was
what Rexall told me?’

‘It matter what I believe?’
Steele countered as he started away from the front of the
jailhouse.

‘To me, son.’

‘You want me out of town,
feller. What else you want is nothing to me.’

‘Then all the rotten luck in the
world to you!’ Sternwood snarled.

The Virginian glanced back at the scene that
should have been a joyous one, but over which gloom and despair
continued to hang like an invisible but nonetheless tangible dark
cloud on this sun-bright day.

‘Men like me didn’t have that
kind of luck, we wouldn’t have any luck at all,’ he
drawled.

Vernon Dexter, his two look-alike sons and
Dr. Preston were moving forward to attend to the corpses. Steele
thought he heard somebody in the jailhouse call something, but
could not even tell if it was Amos Quinn or Mary-Ann Slattery who
spoke. For the pompous doctor had looked up from where he was
crouched beside the body of Tom Rexall to yell in the wake of the
departing man: ‘And one last thing: don’t you ever … COME
BACK!’*

 


* It is unlikely he will ever return to
Barclay, Texas, but Adam Steele will reappear in the next book of
the series

.
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