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Dedication

	In memory of Carole Knott, one of the loveliest women it has been my privilege to know.

	




Chapter One

	A single candle guttered feebly, barely lighting up the dim interior of the room. The faint light flickered on the face of the woman in the bed showing up her features, pale and drawn. The cancer had melted away the flesh, and she laid there, a pallid shadow of her once robust self.

	“Don’t be so hard on the boy when I’m gone, Christian.”

	“What you mean, when you’re gone?”

	The woman reached out a skeletal hand and laid it on the man’s solid arm. Dense curly hair covered his muscular forearms which were exposed when he had rolled up the sleeves of his wool shirt. The unbuttoned neck showed the same dark matt of hair rising like unchecked brush towards his throat. His straight black hair drooped carelessly across his forehead, and sweat beaded his face as he used a moist towel to wipe his dying wife’s face.

	“Don’t waste your strength worrying about the boy. I’ll look after him.”

	“He’s a good boy—no matter what you think, Christian. His ma couldn’t help what happened. She was my sister, and I will not condemn her for the choices she made.”

	“She was trash, and she threw herself away on trash.”

	The man could not help the bitterness creeping into his voice. He had made a promise to himself that he would not aggravate his dying wife, but the strength of his feelings overcame his good intentions.

	“Christian, promise me. Promise you’ll take care of him. He is your nephew, after all.”

	“He’s no blood of mine. Bad blood begets bad blood.”

	“Christian, please.”

	His squat powerful hand closed over her delicate fingers. He looked at her thin frame lying in their bed, and a great rage rose in him.

	“Why you, my darling, why you? What have you done to deserve this…this…plague that has struck you down?” Tears streamed down his broad blunt face as he caressed her frail hand. “My darling, don’t leave me. I am nothing without you.”

	The woman’s head lolled to one side as if she was very tired and her head too heavy to control. Her eyes stared out into the dimness of the cabin. There was a glassy, fixed gaze about her eyes as the life force ebbed.

	“Teresa…”

	The man dropped to his knees by the bed, his broad shoulders shaking as he sobbed. He still gripped the woman’s hand in his, hardly aware of that slight member in his own brawny paw. His head sank down to rest on the pillow beside the pale lifeless thing that had been his wife and companion.

	He lay there for a long while, barely conscious of time passing. His sobs eased. Perhaps he dozed. He was not aware of the candle guttering and slowly dying as the wick burned out, a symbol of the life just ended.

	The long, drawn-out illness of his wife had drained him emotionally. Daily he had watched her fade. First the color went from her face and then the energy from her body. Now her suffering was ended while his continued.
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	The boy was well hidden in the long grass. His cheek nestled against the polished wooden stock of the rifle. He was patient—very patient—as he lay there, waiting for the turkeys. It gave him such a good feeling to lie quietly in the grass so patient and so still.

	The turkeys were somewhere up beyond the fence. It would be a short hop for them on to the fence rail. They would quickly check over the cornfield and then, feeling safe, drop down to feed.

	He sighted down the long barrel. Fifty yards was a goodly distance for accurate shooting with his .22. He would have to be quick, as the birds would not linger. With a bit of luck he might get two.

	Poof! He visualized the gust of feathers flying up as the bullet struck home. He imagined the feel of the rifle’s kick and the exhilaration of a successful hit. There would be blood and feathers on the ground when he trudged across to the fence.

	The blood had a strange fascination for him—its bright red color and rich, tangy smell. He imagined his own blood coursing through his body, and with this thought, the face of his stepfather surfaced—Christian Falconbridge—his brutal guardian.

	His grip tightened on the rifle as he remembered the beatings, the abuse, and the curses.

	Christian Falconbridge—Phillip could not understand why the man hated him so much.

	“Phillip the Bastard!” his stepfather called him when his aunt was not about. “You’re a no-good sonabitch just like your no-good father.”

	And Phillip could not retaliate, for he had never known his father. All he knew of his family history was that his mother had been Aunt Teresa’s sister.

	“We have given you our name, Phillip,” his aunt had told him. “It is a good name—a proud name. Falconbridge. Wear it with pride. No matter what others might think, your mother loved you. She was a good woman that met with ill fortune. Before she was taken from us she asked me to care for you. I do my best, but I beg of you, try not to annoy your father.”

	“He’s not my father!”

	“You are in his care. It is not easy for him to take another man’s child under his roof. Farm work is hard, and we need all the help we can get. You and your brother Robert must help your father with the chores.”

	“Robert is not my brother,” he insisted stubbornly.

	If Robert had been his real brother, he might have found it easier to take the constant jibes, insults, and teasing. When things went wrong, Robert always pointed the finger at Phillip.

	“Phillip the Bastard did it,” he would claim—after making sure his mother was not within hearing.

	Robert had heard his father use the name. So, he, too, used it, with great glee. “Phillip the Bastard pushed me, and I spilled the milk.”

	Robert was older than Phillip by two years. He had taken after his father with the same blunt features, thick wrists, and muscular build.

	Phillip was the opposite of his stepbrother, delicately boned and wiry with fine-looking features.

	Robert would punch and kick his stepbrother when no one was around. And even when Christian caught his son in the act, he would turn a blind eye to his son’s actions. A half-smile would come to his thick face, and he would chide the boys for playing when they should be working. He would ignore the blood on Phillip’s face or the bruises on his shins.

	“Boys will be boys,” he would say lightly when Teresa told him she suspected Robert was beating the younger boy.

	But Robert’s youthful punches were nothing compared with the punishment he received from his stepfather. Christian would unfasten the thick leather belt from around his waist.

	“You are trash just like your trash mother.”

	“Leave my mother outta it. You got no right to call her names when she ain’t here to defend herself.”

	The beating would start. It was as if a demon took possession of Christian Falconbridge. He would thrash the boy into a quivering mass of pain, and Phillip would crawl away to cry himself to sleep if the agony in his body would allow. It was on those occasions he plotted grim and deadly revenge.

	BANG! It was his stepfather’s head he saw as he fired at the turkey on the fence rail. He waited for a shot at another bird, but it was obvious the turkeys had fled at the sound of his first shot. With a rueful grimace he got to his feet, and, shouldering his precious rifle, he went to retrieve the dead bird.

	




Chapter Two

	There was an ominous silence about the house as he walked into the yard, swinging the turkey by the feet and the rifle slung across one shoulder. He stashed the rifle in the barn. No weapons were allowed in the house. It was a rule enforced by his aunt. He walked through the kitchen and hung the dead bird in the pantry on one of the hooks used for hanging game and cuts of meat.

	Phillip was the only one who contributed to the family diet with wild game. Neither his stepfather nor stepbrother had any interest in hunting. But hunting seemed to come naturally to Phillip. From the time he had been big enough to handle a gun he had managed to bring home jackrabbits, turkeys, and even squirrels.

	The gun had been hanging in the barn neglected and rusting. He had spent a long time carefully cleaning and restoring the weapon. Then he had taught himself the mechanics of caring for and firing the gun. When he took the gun out, he had immediate success with his marksmanship, for he seemed to have an uncanny and instinctive eye for distance and killing range.

	Christian Falconbridge had no interest in such pursuits. Eking out a bare living from his struggling farm took all his energies. The big blunt farmer was dedicated to hard work and expected everyone on the farm to be the same. He rose before the sun threw its light upon the world and came in from the fields only when the sun had gone down. The boys were expected to labor beside him unless assigned to some task that kept them from underfoot.

	If his stepson slacked off, Christian screamed abuse at him: “Phillip, you god-damned lazy bastard! Get the hell off your ass and get back to work.”

	Sometimes Christian’s hard fist would knock the boy to the dirt. Then he would kick him to his feet again with his clumsy work boots.

	From the sidelines his stepbrother would sneer and smirk and urge on his father.

	“He’s a good for nothing sonabitch, Pa. He’s nothing but a bastard.” Robert shouted the insults with particular relish.

	Robert did not know why he hated his stepbrother. He was an unimaginative boy, and he followed his father’s lead in bullying Phillip. He was older and bigger than Phillip, and he took a perverse delight in hurting the younger and weaker member of the family.

	Somehow the verbal insults cut deeper than the physical punishment. Phillip would lie hurting in the soil, smelling the dank smells of the earth and hating with a deep and piercing bitterness. With these chastisements there was embedded in his mind a hatred for all men who worked the soil and all things connected with farming.

	With the turkey stowed, Phillip turned his thoughts to breakfast. He had been out in the fields before first light so as to conceal himself ahead of the turkeys coming in to feed. Like his adopted family he was not averse to early rising. Indeed, his stepfather did not encourage laziness in any form. If he lay too long abed, a brutal clout across his head would be the rude awakening. The kitchen door opened. The boy looked up into the face of his stepfather. Phillip noted the red and swollen eyes. He attached no significance to this.

	“What the hell are you doing here?”

	“I…I was gonna have some breakfast. I brought back a turkey. We can have it for Sunday dinner.”

	Christian Falconbridge’s face tightened. He looked at the thin, wiry boy in front of him. The youngster reminded him far too much of the frail woman lying lifeless in the bedroom. Teresa and Phillip’s mother, Myrtle, had been twins, and Phillip had taken after the sisters with his slender build. He even shared the thick mass of black hair that had been the sisters’ pride and joy.

	Phillip’s large, dark, expressive eyes stared out at the big farmer. A wide sensual mouth made the boy appear somewhat effeminate. But the straight nose and firm chin were indications of a strength and determination that offset any suggestion of softness.

	For the first time Christian Falconbridge saw in the boy the likeness of his wife. It was a dagger in his heart to see him standing in the kitchen instead of his beloved Teresa. A jealous and insane rage consumed him.

	“You bastard!”

	The boy heard the familiar insult and knew a beating was coming or, at best, more verbal abuse. Thinking to deflect the man’s attention from his own person he enquired about his aunt.

	“Is Aunt Teresa feeling any better?”

	Phillip’s innocent question tipped the man over the edge. The thick lips twitched, and small bubbles of saliva oozed from the corners of his mouth. With a roar he lunged at the boy. The youngster was quick. He dodged around the kitchen table, his eyes wide and frightened.

	“You bastard! While you were out killing critters, my wife was dying.”

	The big man paused, his blunt hands resting on the table. His red-rimmed eyes glared at the boy like the eyes of some wild animal.

	“Do you hear me? Teresa is dead! She died in the night, and all you can think of is feeding your face with my vittles, you damn bastard.”

	Christian’s rage was almost beyond comprehension. Phillip was terrified, but he forced himself to stay calm. His eyes gazed out impassively at his stepfather.

	“You…” the man spluttered as he searched for the words to hurt the boy, “you’re an unnatural animal, a beast of the fields. Your parents were beasts. They died like beasts, rutting in their own blood and sins of the flesh. Well, I’m gonna do what I oughta done long ago. I’m gonna thrash you good and proper once and for all. You hear! I’m gonna give you a hiding you won’t forget in a hurry.”

	The boy recognized a new and terrifying level in his stepfather’s rage. His aunt’s death barely registered with him. But he knew it meant the bulwark she represented that stood between him and this man was gone.

	He shook his head in bewildered sorrow. The loss of his aunt was not as painful as the loss of his real mother, but he felt it just the same. Aunt Teresa was the only gentle part of his harsh and brutal existence.

	“Aunt Teresa…dead?” he mumbled.

	Phillip shook his head again trying to grasp the enormity of the event.

	While this exchange was going on, Christian had been edging around the table, hoping to grab the boy unexpectedly. But though the shock of his aunt’s death had staggered him, Phillip was still able to elude him.

	They circled like opponents in a wrestling match, each trying to gain the advantage. All the while Christian was looking around the room for something to beat Phillip with. He spied what he wanted.

	Above the stove was a long wooden paddle with a handle the thickness of a man’s arm. Teresa used the paddle on wash days to pound the clothes she soaked in soapy water. The paddle beat the grime from the stained garments of her family and seemed a fitting instrument to batter the wickedness out of this cursed boy.

	Nothing had gone right since the boy had arrived. Phillip had been the cause of many arguments between Teresa and himself. Now Teresa was dead, and this foul creature lived. The interloper would pay for all the evil he had brought upon Christian Falconbridge’s home.

	The farmer snatched the wash paddle from the hook. He smacked the thick shaft against his work calloused hand. The boy stared at the implement, and a feeling of dread grew within him as he realized what was in store.

	Phillip looked around wildly for an escape route. There seemed no way out. Falconbridge had now positioned himself between the frightened boy and the outer door. Phillip decided he stood a better chance of escape by fleeing through the interior of the house and out the front door.

	At that moment the kitchen door opened, and his stepbrother stood there rubbing his eyes and yawning.

	“What’s all the shouting, Pa?”

	Phillip darted towards the door and tried to push past his stepbrother. It was a desperate attempt doomed to failure.

	“Stop him, Robert! He’s killed your ma!”

	 

	




Chapter Three

	It took him a long time to open his eyes. Blood had streamed from the gashes in his scalp and glued his eyelids. He feared he was blind.

	His hands hurt where he had tried to fend off the blows. His back hurt from the beating as he cowered on the floor. His shoulders were a mass of bruises. Every movement was agony. From the smell and feel of the straw beneath his face he figured he was in the barn.

	He struggled to sit upright, trying not to aggravate the pain more than necessary. As well as the agony in his body his mouth was as dry as the straw he was sitting on. There was a water trough in the yard. It was a matter of finding the entrance to the barn and getting to the water. On hands and knees blindly he explored. It was a painful and long-winded process, but eventually he located the doorway.

	He knew roughly where the water trough was and slowly crawled towards it. It took him a long time to reach it. He sensed when he had reached the trough, for the ground was muddy beneath his hands. For long exhausted moments he lay with his cheek pressed against the soothing coolness of the damp earth.

	He used his elbows to push his body from the ground and pulled himself high enough to reach the water. With an audible groan he pushed his wrists over the edge of the trough and wriggled his body until he was hanging over the edge. He let his head fall forward into the trough. The water felt cool and soothing as it closed over him.

	He held his face under for as long as he could, only surfacing when his lungs were bursting. He continued this process until eventually the water softened the congealed blood in his eyes, and he forced his scabbed eyelids open. He stared round blankly at the darkness that surrounded him.

	“How long have I been in that damned barn?” he whispered hoarsely. “I guess it must be nighttime.”

	Like an animal he lapped at the life-giving water and then slid from the tank, allowing himself to fall to the earth. For a long time he lay there and thought about what he must do to survive.
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	That morning in the Falconbridge farm there was no early human activity within the yard. The rooster, so often awakened by the farmer tramping out into the yard, shook its feathers, stuck its comb proudly in the air, and called out: What’s the world to do? His harem stirred, clucking sleepily, stretching legs and wings as they readied for the day’s doings. All this while the house remained eerily silent.

	Christian Falconbridge lay gently snoring, oblivious to the new day. The previous night, after an emotive day, he had taken the bottle of brandy, kept in the house for emergencies only, and drank most of the contents.

	He was a man of temperate habits, excepting in his hatred for his stepson, but the death of his wife had driven him over the edge. He had swilled glass after glass of brandy as if it were coffee. Now he lay slumped across the table, his head in his arms, with the almost-empty bottle standing before him like a finger of accusation.

	Tucked up in his bed and sleeping peacefully was his son Robert. He slept with an easy conscience even though he had helped his father beat his hated stepbrother. Then he had helped carry Phillip’s bloodied body out to the barn to be dumped in the straw. He was not sure if his stepbrother lived or not, nor did he care much.

	Christian stirred, blinking blearily around him in some confusion. For long moments he stared at the brandy bottle; then he picked it up and downed the dregs. He coughed as the harsh liquor wet the back of his throat, wiped his blunt hand across his mouth, and stared around the room.

	“Teresa,” he said, his voice thick with phlegm, then hawked and spat on the floor.

	It was another indication of the changes in his life brought about by Teresa’s death. His wife would never have tolerated drinking or spitting on the floor in her ordered home.

	“Robert!”

	He had to shout several times before the bedroom door opened and the tousle-haired boy stared blearily at his father.

	“Get your lazy ass out here and fix breakfast.”

	The boy managed to burn the biscuits. The eggs ended up a glutinous mess upon the plate. Father and son ate desultorily, making no comment upon the unappetizing fare.

	Robert, sensing his father’s foul mood, kept silent for most of the meal.

	“Where’s that lazy sonabitch?”

	“We dumped him in the barn, Pa. He’s probably still sleeping his lazy bastard head off.”

	“Go tell him to get the milking done, and feed the hens, and collect any eggs.”

	Some moments later Robert stuck his head in the kitchen door.

	“He’s gone, Pa!”

	“What the hell you mean, gone?”

	“He ain’t there, Pa.”

	Christian stood up, anger twisting his face into an ugly mask. The sudden movement brought on a wave of dizziness. For a moment he swayed slightly and gripped the edge of the table to steady himself. When the dizzy spell passed, he lurched towards the outer door. His foot kicked against the wash paddle he had used to beat his stepson. With a grunt he picked it up and stormed out into the yard.

	“Phillip, you bastard, come out here at once.”

	They searched the barn and outbuildings around the yard to no avail. As they hunted, both father and son screamed abuse and threats. There was no sign of the boy.

	“Try up in the loft.”

	Obediently Robert climbed the rickety ladder but could see nothing but piled-up hay.

	“I guess he’s gone in the fields. Get the gun, son. We’ll hunt him like the animal he is.”

	“The gun’s gone, Pa.”

	When Christian heard this, he stared for long unnerving moments out across his fields.

	“I want you to go into town,” he said at last. “Go see the sheriff. Tell him Phillip murdered your ma and stole all our money along with a gun and has run away.”

	“He killed Ma! I thought she was sick…wasn’t she?”

	The man’s angry face turned to his son. “You tell the sheriff just how I told you. That no good sonabitch murdered your ma and lit out with a gun.”

	“Yes, Pa.”

	“Get some money from the house and bring back a bottle of whiskey.”

	




Chapter Four

	Sheriff Pierce Benson was a man of medium build with a full beard. It was the sort of beard reminiscent of the Old Testament prophets. He had been sheriff of Postern for almost as long as people could remember. A murder was a serious business, and as soon as he learned from Robert the details of the crime, he rode out to the Falconbridge farm to investigate.

	The farmer met him in the yard.

	“Howdy, Mr. Falconbridge.”

	Sheriff Benson studied the farmer and saw a man trying to put a brave face on his troubles.

	“Sheriff, I’m sure glad to see you. Thanks for coming so promptly.”

	Sheriff Benson might have told Falconbridge that when his son had brought him the news of the murder, Postern was enjoying a quiet interlude free from serious crime. In fact, most of the interludes in Postern were quiet. Apart from arresting a few drunks, the sheriff had an easy time keeping law and order, and he wanted things to stay that way. The lawman climbed down from his horse.

	“What’s all this about, Falconbridge? Your boy tells me we got a youngster gone mad and killed his ma.”

	“That’s God’s own truth, Sheriff. He was a bastard that was foisted on me. His ma was Teresa’s sister, and the father was Richard Plant. He’s a bad’un through and through.”

	The lawman frowned. “You mean the gunman, Richard Plant—the Richard Plant?”

	“The same, Sheriff. The same fella as was hanged over in Thompsonville for killing those people on the stage. Maybe you heard about it? Judge Morton’s son was one of the passengers on the stage. He was killed along with the other passengers.”

	“Well, dang me.” The sheriff pushed his hat to the back of his head and rubbed at the sweat on his forehead. “And you figure this is his son? I never knew Plant was married.” Sheriff Benson was silent as he mulled over what the farmer had told him.

	“Plant never was married. The boy’s a bastard,” Falconbridge snorted. “Teresa an’ me, we took him in. Tried to give him a decent home. Might as well have took in a mad dog as that Plant’s bastard.”

	“Dang me if that ain’t something. Robert Plant had a bastard son! He never mentioned family when I knew him.”

	“You knew Plant?”

	‘Sure thing. I remember him well enough. I was a deputy at the time and assigned to guard duty when they brung Plant in. During the trial Plant claimed he was being framed. Said as he had an alibi. Judge Morton wasn’t having any of it. He was hot for a hanging. An eye for an eye, he said. Someone had to hang for the killing of his son.

	“Plant didn’t stand a chance. Right up until they put the hood over his head Plant claimed he was innocent. Took his punishment like a man, though. Other
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