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Chapter One

 


IT WAS THE winter time of the year, but Adam Steele
was as grateful as ever to the destiny that had steered him to this
piece of California and allowed him to put down roots here. For the
seasonal variations that came to the Providence River Valley which
cut through the lower western foothills of the Sierra Nevadas were
much to his taste.

It was good, after a long and not overly hot summer,
to see the colors of the landscape gradually change through fall.
Then to feel the crystal-clear air get chillier and damper as the
winter, never too cold or too wet, set in. For just long enough so
that, come March, he looked eagerly forward to the onset of
spring.

He had spent too long in parts of the country where
it was always too hot or too cold all the time, or where little
about the terrain changed with the seasons: while he searched for
the ideal stretch of land to settle down in, to end his drifting
existence.

Or, probably, it had only seemed that way. For had
he ever stayed in one place long enough for anything ordered by
nature to change, after circumstances forced him to abandon his
Virginia birthright so long ago? If so, was there ever an
inclination to pause and look around, to note what was happening on
all sides of him: except to seek out the first sign of danger
before it struck, and to …

Steele abruptly interrupted this line
of thought with a grunt, guessed the look on his freshly shaved
face was as sour as the sound to his own ears. Then he made a
conscious effort, drew back his lips and crinkled his eyes into
some kind of a smile. Which, because it was not spontaneous, he knew,
lacked the genuine warmth that would have been in his expression
when he first began to relish satisfaction with his circumstances a
few minutes ago. Gave free rein to his contented mind when he
remounted his gelding after he had closed and fastened the gate
across the spur trail at the entrance of the Trail’s End
spread.

Recommenced to ride the spur across the thickly
timbered plateau beside the slow-trickling Timber Creek. Next
started down the gentle slope of the fir-covered hill to where the
spur intersected the main Providence to Broadwater trail after it
forded the Providence River near where the creek joined it.

It was as his horse splashed through the shallow
water that his mind began to unearth unwelcome memories of times
long ago which he had lately found it easier to keep buried.

Now he turned the gelding to the right, onto the
trail that cut away from the curve of the river, to begin a winding
course through the mixed timber to the town of Providence, a half
mile to the south. And the manufactured smile began to sit more
naturally on his face after he saw the poles spaced along the
eastern side of the trail had been strung with telegraph wire since
he was last by this way. That this sign of yet another incursion of
the outside world into his life should trigger pleasure was a
measure of just how happy was Adam Steele with his lot.

He was a man closer to fifty than forty, who could
unintentionally look many years younger at first impression: if he
happened to be displaying a boyish grin of good humor rather than a
quiet smile of satisfaction. But mostly he looked his true age:
this not entirely due to the color of his hair, which had
prematurely whitened when he was a young man and nowadays showed
hardly a trace of the flame red it had been during his youth.

Beyond a first impression that
invariably centered upon the white hair, worn neatly trimmed but
with long sideburns, an observer would note the lines inscribed
into the element-burnished skin of his face. The worldly, slightly
world-weary look in his coal black eyes was additional evidence
that here was a man approaching a half-century of years. And the
more perceptive observer might realize that not all those years
had been filled with the contentment he experienced this bright,
chill mid-morning of a newly started year.

At first glance, also, a casual observer might
consider this slow-riding man incapable of achieving what those who
knew him were aware he had attained: in the bad old days and during
the more recent, mostly good ones. For his height was just a little
over five and a half feet and his frame leaned toward the wiry
rather than the muscular. And when he was attired as he was today,
he certainly looked more the privileged son of a rich Easterner
than the quick-to-kill saddle tramp he became before he settled at
Trail’s End and changed it from an abandoned, derelict spread into
a fine and profitable horse ranch.

Today he was riding to town to transact some bank
business: make to Ethan Brady another repayment of the loan the
banker had granted him to stock the spread with breeding animals.
And whenever Adam Steele had business of this nature in town, he
chose to garb himself in the kind of clothing he had once worn most
of the time. The kind that had caused him often to be scorned as a
dude in the bad old days.

Back then, his style of living hard, sleeping beside
as well as riding along the open trails more often than not, had
seldom allowed him to keep such an outfit as neat and clean as he
would have wanted for very long. Not like now: when the
cream-colored suit he wore this January morning, along with the
pale blue vest, white satin shirt and highly polished black riding
boots, all were much as they had been when he first took them out
of the packages in which they had been dispatched from the mail
order house in Chicago. For this was only the third occasion on
which he had donned the clothing. And on the other times he had
carefully stored the clothes away when he got back home from
town.

This idiosyncratic style of dress on
infrequent special occasions was one of the few material straws he
consciously clung to of how things had been when he enjoyed the
wealth and privileges of being heir to one of the largest
plantations in Virginia: before the War Between the States brought
that way of
life to such an explosive, tragic end.

At odds with the immaculate stylishness of the city
suit was a pair of black, scuffed buckskin gloves, a worse-for-wear
low crowned, flat-brimmed Stetson, also black, and a well-worn gray
kerchief. The hat he liked to wear at all times, the gloves
comprised of a kind of good luck charm and the kerchief was
actually an Oriental weapon of strangulation. These items had their
origins in his days as a drifter wanted for murder, heading for
nowhere until the seed of an idea for something like Trail’s End
was sown in his mind.

Also striking an odd note compared with the neatness
of the hardly worn suit was that the outside seam of his right
pants leg was split for a few inches, midway between the knee and
the cuff. This was not a fault in the manufacture of the pants: but
a purposely made slit, through which Steele could reach and draw a
finely balanced throwing knife carried in a boot sheath.

Both the thuggee scarf and the wood-handled knife
were replacements for the original weapons he acquired in more
dangerous times. Unlike the rifle that jutted from the forward-hung
scabbard on the right side of his saddle. An old and unusual
weapon: a Colt Hartford six shot revolver action rifle with a
fire-scorched rosewood stock to the right side of which was screwed
a small gold plate inscribed:

To Benjamin P. Steele, with gratitude

Abraham Lincoln.

Absently, as he started along the curve of the trail
and entered the trees, losing sight of the Providence River, Steele
reached out a gloved hand and ran a forefinger over the metal
plate.

Then he heard a gust of boisterous laughter, not far
ahead of him in the timber. A sound which made a not unpleasant
incursion against the surrounding stillness disturbed until then
only by the clop of the gelding’s hooves, the rippling of running
water and the calls of birds which, like Steele, were happy to
remain in this neck of the woods for the winter instead of taking
off for warmer climes.

This rifle, although acquired in
violent circumstances, was another material link with the best of
the good days: his sole inheritance from Ben Steele who, had not
the war left it in ruins would have passed on the plantation and all it meant
in terms of rich, easy living.

The Colt Hartford, and the clothing he wore today,
were links with the past he was reluctant to sever: maybe the last
ones. Even while he relished a life he had never thought he could
accept so readily: when he had been seeking a place, as far removed
from his fellow human beings as possible, irrespective of seasonal
changes and much else. Just so long as he could spend the days
raising fine horseflesh and the night sleeping in his own bed under
his own roof. Without need of contact with a world in which, it had
seemed often then, every man and woman, and every child even was
intent upon harming him, or was determined to accidentally trigger
a chain reaction which would culminate with harm to him.

He had needed to compromise on such a state of
perfection, because the Trail’s End spread was just too good an
opportunity to pass up. Even if it was within less than a mile of
Providence. A town populated by all kinds of people, none of whom
meant him any real harm.

But a town into which strangers occasionally came.
And caused trouble. Which, because of the kind of man he had been,
Steele got involved in. Perhaps, then, he had not really
changed.

Even though he was a horse rancher, starting to make
a success of his business, able to acknowledge that the town
offered him facilities which made the running of his business
easier. And now, as he saw how close to completion was the
telegraph line between Providence and Broadwater—and through
Broadwater to the rest of California and beyond—he allowed that his
life was likely to be made even easier.

‘Davy, you sure are bound to break a
lotta gals’ hearts, is my opinion!’ a man’s voice cut in on Adam
Steele’s new train of thought.

‘The hell with their hearts, kid!’
another man added. ‘It’s a whole lot of maidenheads you’ll be
breakin’, if you play your cards right!’

This triggered a fresh burst of laughter, ended when
a younger sounding voice protested:

‘Aw, quit it, why don’t
you!’

Somebody else growled earnestly: ‘Yeah, cut it out,
you guys. You’re makin’ the kid blush redder than an Arizona
sunset.’

‘Hell, that’s all part of the first
flush of youth, Jethro!’ it was argued. ‘It’s my guess we’re all
green with envy Davy still has it and we sure enough
don’t.’

‘That’s damn right, Ryan,’ a fifth
member of the good-humored bunch agreed. ‘And we got regrets, too,
I reckon. Regrets we didn’t take advantage of all them sweet
opportunities Davy Clavell’s got ahead of him!’

‘You speak for yourself, Coggins,’
Jethro countered. ‘I sure enough didn’t allow too many of them
kinda chances to pass me by when I was younger … Howdy,
stranger.’

The greeting was addressed to Steele as he rode onto
a straightaway of the trail through the timber, came into sight of
the group of five men taking a smoke break from their morning’s
work. Sat on or leaned against a flatbed wagon with two horses in
the traces which was parked near the latest pole to be strung with
the telegraph line from Broadwater. Ample wire to complete the
final link with Providence was wound around a spool on a winch
fixed to the wagon bed.

‘How are you fellers doing?’ Steele
responded as he rode closer to the group.

From long experience he was unperturbed at the way
the four men and a boy of sixteen or so eyed him with curiosity,
intrigued by the incongruity of his city-style outfit in these
rural surroundings.

‘Just fine, just fine,’ the man whose
voice identified him as Jethro answered as Steele halted his horse
alongside the wagon.

At close to sixty, Jethro was the oldest of the
bunch. The shortest and fattest, too: his squat frame topped by a
round head that was almost hairless. A grin fitted readily on his
ruddy complexioned features, and it mattered not he had so few
teeth in gums clamped to the stem of a large-bowled pipe.

‘Now there’s a guy who knows how to
catch the eyes of the ladies after that first flush of youth is
long gone.’

Just as Steele recognized Jethro from
his voice, so now he knew this far more harsh-toned speaker was
Ryan. He was around forty, tall and broad-shouldered, with a muscular
build and an aggressively featured face scarred by a bad complexion
as well as age lines. There was a hint of scorn in his dark eyes, a
match for his tone, as he tried to hold the Virginian’s gaze for
longer than Steele was prepared to allow. A fat cigar bobbed at the
side of his mouth as he spoke.

‘We was just ribbin’ young Davy here
about how a good-lookin’ boy like him won’t have no trouble makin’
it with the girls,’ another man put in hurriedly. With a rebuking
glare at Ryan.

This was Coggins. Of an age with Ryan, a half a head
shorter and fifty pounds lighter. With an emaciated face to match
his skinny frame. His features were dominated by a
disproportionately large and bushy gray mustache.

‘I heard,’ Steele said evenly as he
grinned at the still blushing youngster, added: ‘Reckon I have to
agree with them.’

Davy Clavell, rolling a cigarette, maybe was making
a hash of it because his mind was on embarrassing other things. Or
simply from inexperience. He was stockily built and had a finely
chiseled, evenly tanned face from which clear blue eyes looked
without a trace of hardness. His hair was not too blond nor too
curly. His looks were sure to improve as he got older and the
callowness of youth was matured out of his face.

‘Shit!’ he snarled as the paper
disintegrated in his sweat-sticky fingers. He mangled it with the
tobacco, hurled the whole mess away, glared at Steele then around
at the others to growl: ‘I don’t give a damn what you or these guys
think about the way I look! And gettin’ girls ain’t somethin’ I
need advice on from any of you!’

‘Yeah, Davy,’ the final member of the
group said with a knowing grin and a wink. ‘I heard there’s a young
lady in Providence already smitten with you. Ain’t it that little
girl from out—’

‘Shut up, Jack!’ the youngster cut in
vehemently. ‘Just shut the hell up!’

Jack looked like he could be Jethro’s
brother, younger than the bald man by ten years or so. He had much
the same barrel-shaped body, round head and dark eyes crowded by
fleshy lids. But he still had a full head of graying black hair and
the hands with which he completed the rolling of a cigarette were
strangely delicate for a fat man, compared with Jethro’s pudgy
ones. He was already smoking and now he extended the freshly-made
cigarette toward Clavell.

‘Stick it up your ass and give your
brains a smoke!’ the youngster snapped, once again seeming to draw
confidence from profanity.

Jack shrugged and lodged the new cigarette behind an
ear. Said to the mounted man on the other side of the wagon: ‘Guess
you’re Steele? Guy that has the place at the end of the spur that
cuts off west, short ways back up the trail?’

‘You got it, feller.’

‘Figured you couldn’t have rode far.
Lookin’ the way you do. All neat and clean. Heard tell of you since
we been stayin’ in Providence.’

All five telegraph company men were attired in
heavy-duty work clothes that had not been laundered or darned in a
long time: maybe since they had started in to dig the holes and
raise the poles to carry the line from Broadwater to
Providence.

‘Reckon a lot of what you heard wasn’t
good?’ Steele said without rancor.

Jack extended his right hand and rocked it gently
from side to side as he once more shrugged his fleshy shoulders.
‘Folks have all kinds of different views, Steele. It takes all
kinds to make a world.’

‘And in the world there’s a whole lot
of women just waitin’ to be made, Davy!’ Ryan said. Vented a raucous laugh as he
dropped his cigarette butt, crushed it out under a boot
heel.

‘Hey, I figure we talked through that
subject enough,’ Jack said sourly, and it was now clear he was the
top hand of the bunch. ‘About time we got back to work, anyways.
Before Steele here tells the local folks we’re goofin’ off on the
job of bringin’ the telegraph to town.’

He grinned to emphasize he was only joking. And
Steele tipped his hat, responded with an easy grin of his own as he
heeled his horse slowly forward:

‘Unless I have something important to
tell them. I never say much of anything to anybody.’

‘That’s a fine rule to have, mister,’
Davy Clavell growled as he climbed up onto the back of the wagon,
to stand beside the winch. ‘I just wish these guys would keep their
mouths shut until they had somethin’ to say!’

‘There’s a more important rule you
should be concerned with at your age, kid,’ Ryan muttered with a
grin. ‘Part of the code of the west. A man’s gotta do what a man’s
gotta do … And most women are mighty grateful about that!’ His grin
expanded into another harsh burst of laughter. Which he curtailed
to call after Steele: ‘Ain’t that right, dude?’

The Virginian’s initial dislike for Ryan was
strengthened. So he had to manufacture another smile that failed to
generate warmth in his coal black eyes as he looked back over his
shoulder at the group dispersing from the wagon. Replied: ‘Seems to
me fellers who work for the telegraph company ought to know more
than I do about codes. But I thought that part of it ran more like
a man’s got to screw what a woman’s got to screw.’

 



Chapter Two

 


IT WAS NOT simply his ill feeling for one of the
telegraph company work crew that discolored Steele’s mood as he
completed his ride into Providence. Of greater influence was the
way in which the naivete of Davy Clavell reminded him of the
darkest cloud that had recently cast such a grim shadow across the
happy state of affairs at Trail’s End: the killing of Billy
Baxter.

One of that handful of people from town who had
accepted him for what he was virtually at first meeting, Billy was
a man in his thirties with the physical strength of all those
hard-working years, but with the mental capabilities of a child of
no more than six or seven.

There was no good reason why Billy should have died
the way he did. But then that was the way things happened so often
to people who came to mean something special to Adam Steele over
the years. Now the mourning for Billy was done and the Virginian
seldom thought of the man with the child’s mind anymore. Except
when he happened to catch sight of the grave, out back of the
Trail’s End house, on the bank of Timber Creek. Where Billy at last
had perfect peace on the place that had been his only true home in
boyhood and the latter days of his life.

Then Steele put all such morose
thoughts out of his mind when he detected the first traces of
woodsmoke on the pine-scented air. Which, had he not been familiar
with the area, would have signaled that a town was close by; that
fires, kept burning against the chill of the winter air, were now
being stoked
to greater heat to cook midday meals on many stoves throughout
Providence.

A town of unusual layout, comprised of a square at
this north side, with a short, conventional street at the south.
Linking the two was a mile-long street that wound, trail-like
through an extensive stand of timber. Occasional houses were sited
along this winding thoroughfare, which was intersected here and
there by spurs which led out to scattered farmsteads and
ranches.

The first sight of town from the
north was the rear of the sheriff’s office and jail to the left at
the end of the trail from Broadwater, and of the meeting hall to
the right. The hall had a sign on the rear wall which Steele no
longer felt was ironic when he applied its sentiment to himself.
For he usually felt, of late, he was ‘Welcome to
Providence’.

The square onto which he emerged from between these
two buildings was lined on the north and to the west and east with
business and public premises, and on the south was enclosed by
timber. As usual, it was quiet, calmly busy with merchants and
citizens going about their own business of country town living.

After he had turned his mount to the left. Steele
leaned down and glanced, almost involuntarily, through the window
of the granite-built sheriff’s office. Saw that although the stove
chimney gave off wisps of smoke the sheriff was not behind his
desk.

Of all those people who, at the start, made known
their antipathy toward the ex-drifter many suspected of being a
gunslinger, Len Fallows had with good reason been the most vocal.
But lately, after a lengthy period of untroubled time in the
Providence River Valley, the lawman had mellowed in his attitude
towards the Virginian. They were far from being friends but at
least Fallows was not averse to exchanges of tersely polite
greetings these days.

The jail beyond the barred, unglazed window was as
empty as usual: Providence was a law-abiding town.

The neighboring building, which
housed the office and press room of the Providence Post-Dispatch,
was quiet. Probably
it was deserted, as it inevitably was except for
Wednesdays and
Thursdays. Huey Attrill, who ran his newspaper single-handed,
published every Thursday morning.

There was an unobtrusive buzz of talk
interspersed with some clinking of glass against glass from beyond
the batwinged entrance of Harry Krim’s Golden Gate Saloon.

And from the stage line depot which with the saloon
formed the northeast corner of the square came the sound of Joanna
Morrison singing; unmelodious but happily. The woman, Steele
guessed, was doubtless relishing the prospect of the extra income
she and Michael, her son, would earn from having the telegraph
office operating within her building: the San Francisco and Central
California Stage Line Company sent a Concord down to Providence
just once every four or five weeks.

Steele dismounted out front of
the Golden
Gate, which
had the only hitching rail on this side of the square. The fact
there were no other animals already tied there suggested it was a
group of local businessmen from around the square who contributed
to the rumble of talk in the saloon. Probably much the usual crowd
for this time of day.

Harlan Grout, who operated the livery, would be
among the morning drinkers. And most likely a couple of the
storekeepers whose premises lined the west side of the square. Tom
Knight, also, if he had been able to escape the eagle eye and slip
the tight rein of his wife, Blanche, the prime mover in running the
two-story boarding house beyond the livery.

Not Ethan Brady, though: he took his
business as a banker very seriously. And so it proved, for the door
of the First
Providence Town Bank sited between the stage depot and the livery swung
open at a touch. The banker greeted the Virginian brightly as he
stepped over the threshold:

‘Morning to you, sir. And a fine one
it is, too. For this time of the year.’

Brady was on the brink of sixty. A short, flabby man
with the pale face of one who spent much more time indoors than
out. His sparse slicked-down gray hair was clipped too short, and
his pale gray eyes seemed capable of conveying just two emotions:
anxiety and avariciousness.

This morning, although his small mouth was shaped by
a broad smile, the brightness of his eyes gleamed more with greed
than simple good humor. Obviously he knew from Steele’s mode of
dress that the Virginian was here either to make a repayment
against the existing loan or to negotiate a new one. And Brady was
acquisitively happy to handle either kind of business for this
customer.

He was himself attired in a shabby, shiny, city suit
of somber hue. Seated at the center of the counter, with a grille
to the ceiling above it, which divided the bank’s main room into
two. This morning he was feeling good enough not to indulge in a
customary nervous habit of mopping nonexistent sweat off his pasty,
fat face.

‘Weather’s fine, feller. And me being
able to pay you back another hundred dollars makes it an even
better day.’

‘Real good, real good. So things are
still on the up and up at Trail’s End, uh?’

Brady rose from his stool at the counter, turned and
went through a doorway which gave on to a back room. Where he was
out of sight for a few moments, delving into the safe in his
private office.

Steele crossed the bare floor of the undecorated
room, halted at the counter. Drew a wad of soiled and torn bills of
various denominations from a hip pocket.

He called to Brady: ‘Right. Sold a pair
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