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Chapter One
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“Were you just speaking to a U.S. Marshal?” Deputy Murphy Stone asked when Sheriff Bill Caldwell returned to the law office.

Caldwell sneered, although for once Murphy didn’t reckon his show of disdain was meant for him.

“Sure,” Caldwell said. He stood at the window as the marshal rode out of town. “Lincoln Hawk said that he just happened to be passing through and he heard about our problem.”

Murphy nodded. “It’ll be useful to have someone like him looking for Buster McCloud, too.”

“It sure won’t. I’d have found Buster without his help. Now, no matter who tracks him down, everyone will say that I was in so much trouble a U.S. marshal had to step in.”

Murphy smiled and then headed across the office to stand beside the sheriff.

“Then that’s all the more reason to make sure we find him first.” Murphy licked his lips as he warmed to his theme. “I reckon Buster has holed up on White Ridge. If we search systematically, I reckon we’ll find him before the marshal even starts his search.”

Caldwell murmured an exasperated sigh. “It may look to some as if I need a marshal’s help, but I hope the day will never come when I need your help to find an outlaw.”

Murphy’s shoulders slumped and he turned away from the window.

“In that case, what do you want me to do today?”

Caldwell rubbed his jaw as he considered and then pointed at the adjoining jailhouse.

“Those two drunkards from the Lucky Horseshoe saloon should have slept it off by now. So throw them out their cell.” Caldwell shoved Murphy forward. “Then I reckon you need to get to work with that mop.”

––––––––
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Buster McCloud had nowhere left to run. For the last hour U.S. Marshal Lincoln Hawk had followed his quarry on foot as he had tracked along the top of White Ridge. Buster had been searching for a route down, but he’d failed and now he was standing on the edge of a sheer drop of over a hundred feet.

“You’ve caused a whole heap of trouble,” Lincoln said, stomping to a halt ten paces from Buster. “Now it’s time to give up.”

Buster leaned over the edge. His sorry shake of the head confirmed that he couldn’t climb down so when he turned back to Lincoln he offered a resigned frown.

“I should have realized I’d never get away from a U.S. Marshal, but I guess I should be honored that Sheriff Caldwell had to call you in.”

“He didn’t. I just happened to be passing through and I heard he couldn’t find you. I reckon he’ll be none too pleased I got to you first.”

Buster laughed. “Then that’s a fitting end for me. Escaped from a man who was looking for me and then got caught by a man who wasn’t.”

Lincoln nodded and then moved closer. Although his opponent was packing a gun, so far he’d shown no inclination to fight back, but after their brief chat Buster might be hoping that he was off-guard and try a last desperate attempt to escape. Lincoln halved the distance to Buster, ensuring that no matter which way he ran he’d be able to intercept him while ensuring he didn’t get too close to the edge.

“Put your hands on your shoulders and move forward real slow. When I handcuff you, don’t try anything.”

“I have no quarrel with you.” Buster provided a wan smile. “Then again, I’m not giving myself up.”

“I’d hoped you wouldn’t make this difficult on yourself.” Lincoln edged his jacket aside to expose his holster. “Sheriff Caldwell says you’ve killed two people, so I’m taking you back to Russell Creek. It’s your choice whether you’re still breathing when you get there.”

Buster shrugged. “I’m facing the noose, so the only control I have left over my life is how and when I stop breathing.”

Buster doubled over to lean over the edge and for a moment Lincoln thought he’d plucked up the nerve to jump and end his life on his own terms, but then with a gulp he flinched away from the edge.

“That’s not the way out for you.” Lincoln rested his hand beside his holster and gestured with the other hand for Buster to approach. “I’ve taken in plenty of desperate outlaws and I can tell you’re not like them. I’m sure you have a story to tell and nobody will hear it if you jump.”

“I killed Aaron Knight and that’s a fact.” Buster rubbed his bristled jaw. “But I don’t want to die with everyone thinking I’m as bad as they say I am, so know this: I didn’t kill the woman.”

Lincoln knew only sketchy details of the man’s crimes so he limited himself to a neutral comment.

“You can tell me what happened on the way back to town.”

Buster hunched his shoulders, seeming as if he’d now give himself up, but with his confession made he kicked at the ground. Then, with a roar of defiance, he spun on his heels and faced the edge.

He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned forward with his head raised. Lincoln winced in horror as he toppled forward and although he’d decided beforehand that he wouldn’t risk himself if Buster tried to jump, he ran toward him.

Buster must have heard him coming as he flinched and that ruined his dignified fall. With his arms waving, he twisted as he toppled over the side so when Lincoln reached him his feet were still on the ground but his body was almost horizontal.

Lincoln dove and gathered a firm hold of Buster’s right ankle. Then, with a frantic scramble, he grabbed a trailing end of his jacket with his other hand. He yanked Buster backward, but he couldn’t stop him from falling so he gritted his teeth and held on.

A thud sounded that dragged Lincoln’s arms forward and then everything stilled. Lincoln shook himself, realizing with a sigh of relief that he was still holding Buster’s leg and jacket. Lincoln was lying sideways a foot from the edge while Buster had come to rest with his legs on the rock and his upper body bent over the edge.

Buster was upside down, but he was still waving his arms as he sought purchase on the rock so Lincoln tried to edge backward while dragging Buster with him. He failed to find any leverage on the smooth rock and instead his efforts only made him slip in the other direction, inexorably revealing more of the sheer drop below.

“Stop struggling or we’ll both go over,” he said.

The moment he’d said the words Lincoln wondered if they’d been wise as they might encourage Buster to struggle more, but the fellow’s brush with death appeared to have knocked some sense into him and he stilled. While still holding Buster’s leg, Lincoln walked his other hand along his jacket, aiming to reach a shoulder, but Buster gathered his intent and reached out with his right hand.

Buster grabbed Lincoln’s arm while Lincoln held his elbow. Then Lincoln pulled back and, despite their awkward positions, in short order he tugged Buster’s upper body back over the edge and deposited him on the ground. Buster sat up while Lincoln shuffled away from him before getting up on to his knees.

Buster frowned. “I guess I didn’t want to end it all now, after all.”

“You can’t do nothing to change the fact you’ve killed a man, but I reckon your desire to live means you want justice for this dead woman.”

Buster shook his head. “The fact I was too scared to end my own life won’t provide that, as I don’t know nothing.”

With a resigned sigh, Buster stood up and turned away from the edge. Completing Lincoln’s earlier command, he put his hands on his shoulders, walked forward for five paces and then held his hands out with the wrists pressed together. Lincoln moved on to face his prisoner and he didn’t speak again until he’d cuffed him and was leading him away.

“Knowing nothing is a start, as I now know that I can trust you.”

Buster uttered a rueful laugh. “Not many people have ever said that I’m a man they can trust.”

“Except I can. Back there on the edge, there was a moment when you could have easily made me fall over the side.”

Buster shrugged. “One man was enough for me.”
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“Tell me about the man Buster McCloud killed,” Lincoln said when Sheriff Caldwell returned to the law office after locking Buster up in the jailhouse.

“I’m grateful for what you’ve done, but this matter is over now and I have no further use for you,” Caldwell said, folding his arms.

“I understand, but I’m moving on and for my own peace of mind I’d like to know what happened.”

Lincoln offered a benign smile and Caldwell sighed, seeming as if he’d relent, but then he gestured at the paperwork on his desk.

“I’ve got a whole heap of things to do.”

“So have I, but I can spare the time to hear the details, and perhaps talking about it will make this clearer in your own mind.”

“I’m clear enough.” Caldwell set his hands on his hips, but when Lincoln didn’t move, he nodded. “I guess Deputy Murphy Stone is free. He can answer all your questions.”

Lincoln turned to the corner of the office where Caldwell’s deputy was leaning back in a chair with his crossed feet planted on an unlit stove and his head rocked back so he could contemplate the inside of his hat. Both lawmen faced him, but Murphy didn’t register that he was being talked about so Caldwell moved over to him and swept his feet down to the floor with a clatter.

“Hey, I was just getting around to doing it,” Murphy said sleepily.

“You won’t need to now because you have a new job.” Caldwell indicated Lincoln. “Take him out to Aaron Knight’s place.”

Murphy rocked his head from side to side as if weighing up which of his outstanding tasks he’d prefer to do before, with a shrug, he accepted the duty. As he sloped off for the door, Lincoln dallied to shake his head at Caldwell, who returned an amused smile.

Once outside, Murphy maintained a languid stroll to his horse and without comment, mounted up and set off out of town. Lincoln settled in beside him and they rode in silence. A mile out of town they joined a bend in the creek and trotted along beside the water. After another mile they faced a house that stood on an elevated stretch of land.

“Is that Aaron Knight’s place?” Lincoln asked when Murphy stopped.

“Sure,” Murphy said around a yawn and then turned his horse to head back to town.

“What happened here?” Lincoln called after him.

Murphy rode on for a few paces before drawing back on the reins with an exasperated grunt. He hunched over in the saddle while shaking his head and then turned his horse to face Lincoln.

“Sheriff Caldwell just told me to take you here. He didn’t say nothing about—”

“Deputy Stone, I’m a U.S. marshal,” Lincoln snapped, his irritation finally brimming over. “I don’t have the time to waste on a lawman who is worried he didn’t do his job properly or on a lawman who doesn’t care about his job.”

As he’d done in the law office, Murphy rocked his head from side to side as he considered which description applied to him. He shrugged.

“I’m not sure I can help you. I don’t know what happened here. Sheriff Caldwell dealt with that while I looked after the office.”

“You must have heard some of the details while you were sweeping up.”

Murphy winced, but this insult appeared to get through to him as, with his chin set firmly, he dismounted and headed down to the creek. When Lincoln joined him, he pointed at a stretch of shallow water.

“One evening last week prolonged gunfire was heard out here, so the sheriff came to check it out. He found Aaron lying dead on the edge of the water. He’d been shot in the chest and he was drenched, so Caldwell reckoned he’d been thrown in the water, but had drifted back.”

Lincoln nodded approvingly at Murphy’s surprisingly effective summing-up.

“And the woman?”

“She was Salvadora Somoza. The sheriff couldn’t find her body, but she wasn’t in the house so he reckoned she’d been killed and thrown in the water, too, but she’d not drifted back.”

“Has her body been found?”

“Nope.”

“Do you agree with Caldwell that she must have been killed?”

Murphy tipped back his hat to scratch his forehead with his eyebrows raised presumably in surprise that someone had asked him for an opinion.

“I don’t know all the details like the sheriff does, but there was always something mighty odd about the situation with Salvadora.”

Lincoln waited, but Murphy nervously gnawed at his bottom lip.

“Go on,” he prompted.

“Salvadora worked at the Lucky Horseshoe saloon. Plenty of women have worked there and most don’t last long, so it wasn’t surprising when one night she was no longer there, but she’d started living with Aaron. She cooked and cleaned for him, and I guess a whole lot more besides.”

“I can guess. So how does Buster McCloud fit into this?”

“He was just a prospector who had returned to town to lick his wounds after another failed expedition. On the night of the shooting he got into an argument with Aaron in the saloon. Then he went on the run and the rest you know because you found him.”

Lincoln turned to the house, noting even from a hundred yards away the lop-sided walls and the hole in the roof.

“What did Aaron do for a living?”

“Like Buster, he’d prospected for gold up in the Scorched Land, but he never had any luck, so he settled here to fish.”

“There’s a lot of demand for fish in Russell Creek, is there?”

Murphy shrugged. “He always paid his way without trouble, or else I assume Salvadora wouldn’t have been happy to go and live with him.”

“I know nothing about Salvadora or her situation, but I get the feeling she might not have had much of a choice.”

Murphy gulped and with that worrying thought he turned to the shallow water, the creek and then the house, his expression now eager as if he was looking for more ways to be useful.

“Does that answer all your questions?” he asked.

“Sure. You’ve been useful for a man who was just looking after the office when all this was happening.”

Murphy kicked at the ground. “The sheriff doesn’t trust me to do much.”

“Then I reckon he’s not using your talents properly and I’ll be sure to tell him that when I see him again.”

“You’re staying?”

Lincoln smiled. “I thought I might stay awhile and see what else I can find out about this missing woman.”

Murphy nodded and turned away, but then he stopped and turned back.

“So you reckon she’s still alive?”

“From the hints you’ve given me about her life, I can imagine she might have taken the opportunity the gunfight afforded her to run away. Until I can prove otherwise, I’ll view her as only missing.”

Murphy nodded and he continued nodding as he moved away. When he’d mounted up, he rode on back to town at a brisk pace. Lincoln led his horse up the slope to the house. As it turned out, Murphy’s opinion that Salvadora






















[image: ]


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
RELKONING
EL DORADD

SCOTTCOMOR





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





