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For two bright kids
traveling West with their parents in a covered wagon, there’s
plenty to see, moving slowly through the country, making camp at a
different place every night: strange birds and flowers, animal
life. The wild and wilderness scenery. All in all a whole lot of
interesting stuff. Like right now they were peering down at a most
intriguing trailside discovery. At something they’d never seen
before. But knew pretty well what it was. A dead man. Called Adam
Steele.

Filthy dirty, clothes
sweated and grimed, blood, black and congealed, soaked through
across the chest, a rope burn around the neck, flies gathering. Not
too hard for a couple of bright kids to identify.

Except that even the most
careful observer can make a mistake. Not dead. Just as near as
dammit.

Just enough life to feel the
agony that seared through him at every shallow rasping breath. Not
knowing that the kids had a father, a doctor, who might just be
able to patch him up enough to face a hanging.
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Chapter One

 


THE MAN WHO lay, sprawled on his back, in a
sandy hollow at the foot of a timbered slope beside a little used
trail in northern California, kept coming to and going from a state
not far removed from consciousness. But during the late morning and
into the mid-afternoon of this pleasantly warm fall day he did not
make any further progress toward awareness of his surroundings. But
neither did he show that he got any closer to death from the
gangrene infected bullet wound in his upper right chest.

The only movement he made—beyond the shallow
but regular rise and fall of his chest to breathe—was to alter the
set of his features each time he seemed on the verge of coming
awake. To display a grimace that gradually faded from his face as
the intensity of what caused his pain subsided and he sank fully
back into merciful oblivion.

It was the face of a man
about forty. Clearly handsome despite the growth of bristles over
several days, the ingrained dirt that had accumulated during the
same period and the unflattering expressions that changed so often
from grimaces to impassiveness and back again. The bristles were a
mixture of red and white, indicating that the overly long and
disheveled hair of the man had once been auburn—before every strand
became prematurely bleached. The skin beneath the bristles and
ingrained with the dirt was stained dark
by exposure to the elements and was deeply lined with more crinkles
than could be blamed on the passing of the years. It was stretched
taut over the man’s regularly honed features based on a bone
structure that was very sparsely fleshed.

His frame, which was clothed in a city style
suit and sheepskin topcoat much the worse for wear, was likewise
lean. And he was not tall. No more than a half inch above five feet
six inches when standing at his full height, minus his spurless
riding boots.

But it was a long time since this man had
stood erect and, had he regained full consciousness while he was
sprawled in the spread eagled attitude in the sandy hollow, he
would not have given much for his chances of ever again standing
upright. For this man was Adam Steele who was nothing if not a
realist: and he would only have had to be briefly aware of the ugly
stench of gangrene under his nostrils and to recall the
circumstances which brought him to this place to know that the odds
against him surviving were maybe longer than they had ever been
during a life in which the threat of death was seldom absent from
him.

Sometimes, though, the situation was not so
black as it appeared—especially if a man was incapable of rational
thought for more than a few seconds at a time. Which was how it had
been at Golden Hill, a grim mining community just five miles east
of where he now lay close to death, a day and a half ago. The
poison erupted by the untreated bullet wound had already been
distributed throughout his body in his bloodstream by the time he
rode deliriously into the place where every citizen bar one mistook
him for somebody else. And, instead of getting to see a doctor who
would fix up the bullet wound for him, the Virginian found himself
with a lynch rope encircling his neck: as he sat astride his
chestnut mare under Golden Hill’s hanging tree.

Now, in the sandy hollow between the wooded
hill to the east and the narrow trail to the west, he was
intermittently visited by isolated recollections of the recent past
that his mind rejected almost immediately they entered it: as if in
a series of attempts to prevent the badly injured man from being
disturbed. But these attempts failed and Adam Steele was often
brought to within a hairsbreadth of having to face up to harsh
reality. Before physical agony which had its source in the wound,
or the mental anguish of knowing—even while unconscious—the full
extent of his desperate situation, came to reinforce the
involuntary efforts of his mind and he was sucked back into the
warm darkness of total insensibility. Until the next time, when the
grimace revealed that the struggle had been resumed. A struggle
between the two sides of Adam Steele, one which the man
himself—with his wits about him—would have probably denied had any
kind of existence any more.

Which did not conflict with him being a
realist for, when he had his wits about him, the Adam Steele who
was sprawled out under the California sun could—with justification
for most of the time—consider that the Adam Steele of long ago in
Virginia was extinct.

The War between the States had sown the
seeds of the destruction of the Virginian gentleman and the violent
peace of war’s aftermath had nurtured the kind of man who replaced
the first one.

Benjamin P. Steele had
been among the wealthiest of the Virginian plantation owners before
the war. And one of the most respected of his kind. A
widower with an only son upon whom he
showered the best of everything. But Adam Steele was not the kind
of boy, youth and young man to allow himself to be spoiled, and he
regulated his indulgences in the better things of life. Was not a
dandy by Eastern standards and did not misuse the privileges of
wealth. Strove to be worthy of taking his father’s place in both
the professional and the social spheres and to gain as much respect
among business associates and friends as his father
commanded.

But in the war Ben Steele gave covert
support to the Union while Adam rode as a cavalry lieutenant for
the Confederacy. Both of them harboring the hope—as did many other
families divided by the same conflict of loyalties—that with the
coming of peace the past could be forgotten and old resentments
forgiven. And few were more eager than the Steele father and son
for their own reconciliation after the Appomattox peace signing:
anxious to be reunited and to return to the plantation where they
would pick up the threads of their former way of life., and become
the men they once had been.

It was not to be, however.

The father of the son who had escaped being
lynched in a Californian mining town was not so fortunate back in
Washington all those years ago. For, as part of the plot that led
to the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln, Ben Steele was
strung up from a beam in a bar room. Right across the street from
Ford’s Theatre where Booth shot Lincoln. The old man an innocent
victim of the conspiracy as he took a drink while he awaited the
arrival of his son.

Adam Steele looked not so
different since before the war. And maybe he could have become what
he once had been, had it not been
necessary for him to cut down the corpse of his father from that
bar room beam. And fire the opening shot of his personal violent
peace. Before he took the body back to the burned out ruin that had
once been home. There to bury it in the seared earth before he set
out to track down and kill every man who had a hand in the lynching
of his father. The instrument of ultimate vengeance a Colt Hartford
revolving rifle with an inscribed plate on the right side of the
stock: the inscription proclaiming that Abraham Lincoln had
presented the weapon to Benjamin Steele as a mark of the
President’s appreciation for help given. This rifle the sole
inheritance of son from a once immensely wealthy father, and even
its rosewood stock was scorched from the fire that had razed the
former great plantation.

The younger Steele had learned much about
the primitive art of killing and the sometimes even cruder art of
surviving while he rode the battlegrounds of the eastern states
during the first half of the eighteen sixties. And on the manhunt
that took him westward he was not emotionally prepared to accept
that it was necessary to make compromises in such things now—to
re-adapt, as he had been anxiously willing to do on his way to meet
his father in Washington—to an older, wiser and maybe better
version of the Adam Steele he had been when game was all he shot
at.

The law should have taken
care of the killers of Ben Steele. And when Adam Steele took the
law into his own hands, the law in the form of Deputy Jim Bishop
came to get him. Bish came a long way to find and arrest Steele.
Two men who went back a long way—had been best friends in childhood
and through adolescence. The friendship
interrupted by war. Then ended in the violent peace in the worst
way of all: when the one killed the other.

It was on that day in Tennessee that the
Adam Steele of old became extinct and the new—today so close to
death in California—was conceived: and a few weeks later was born
at the conclusion of a massive drinking jag at the cantina in a
Mexican village called Nuevo Rio. From that squalid little
community south of the border to the town of gold grubbers and
whores called Golden Hill was some twelve hundred miles as the crow
flies. But the new style Adam Steele had ridden a lot further than
that in something over ten years to get from one place to the
other. For no other reason than it was where each stretch of trail
he rode led to in what was ultimately an aimless trek to keep from
getting killed—by the law, his enemies, the elements or
starvation.

For a while, at the
outset, there had been other more materialistic goals at which he
aimed. For the long days of drinking not only failed to blot out
the remorse he felt for strangling Jim Bishop to death—they also
did not wipe his memory clean of what life had been like for the
old style Adam Steele. And so he sought to make enough money to
start over anew an enterprise that might one day get to be as big
as the Virginian plantation had been. Then he lowered his sights
and searched for any place reminiscent of the lush Virginia
countryside where he might be able to put down roots without
ambition to expand beyond his original claim or title. But he was
thwarted in the lesser aspiration, too. And, accepting that his
destiny was to be that of a rootless drifter, he narrowed his wants
to the few simple luxuries that could be available to a man leading such a
wandering life. A good horse and equipment, fine clothing and—at
stops along the way—the best food, accommodation and women he could
afford.

But even these desires were doomed to be
achieved only at the risk of being snatched away from him by his
cruel ruling fate that seemed intent upon punishing him more
severely than the man-made justice he had always escaped. And so he
learned as he drifted to wish for nothing and to expect to have to
fight to get and keep what he wanted. Took all else as it came and
never wasted time and effort with regret for what was
lost—temporarily or gone forever. Was a dude by Western standards
maybe—albeit invariably the worse for wear—who for most of the time
did not misuse his privileged position as the complete
outsider.

Now, in the afternoon sunlight, an
expression that was not a grimace of physical pain or mental
anguish appeared on the bristled, filthy face of the man coming
close to consciousness. Incredibly, it was a smile that parted the
lips fractionally and turned them up at each side: as Adam Steele’s
active mind in a punished body decided that it was better by far
for a man to be detached from the kind of society that existed
along the trails he rode than to be a member of it.

He came the closest yet to recovering
consciousness and vented a muted cry of pain as he twitched the
shoulder above the evil smelling wound. Which set two hungry flies
making a meal of stale blood winging away as the smile became the
more familiar grimace before the lean, element stained, experience
and age lined face gradually resumed its look of impassiveness.

For several minutes his mind remained
dormant while the essential physical functions that kept him alive
continued their involuntary routine. But then his subconscious
started to review the past again, and to concentrate on events of
more recent origin. And the part he had played in these events
which surely was directed by what had happened to him much further
back in time?

He groaned and shook his head. Without
grimacing and so feeling no pain now, as he made a gesture and
sound of denial, expressing his unwillingness to get into an
argument with himself about causes and effects. He was just one
man, both as complex in some respect and as unsophisticated in
others as the rest of his species. And he did what he did because
at the time it appeared to him to be what was right—for himself.
And if he made a mistake, he had to be ready to pay the price of
the error without complaint.

It had seemed right not to kill the father
and son of a man named Moses Jackson in the timber country of
northern California. It was sufficient, he thought at the time, to
simply divert the attention of the old man and the boy while he
made a run for it. But the grandfather got off a shot to drive the
.45 caliber bullet deep in the flesh of Steele’s upper right
chest.

For a while, his pride was
hurt so much he overlooked the physical pain. He had been close to
serious injury a thousand times in the war and after it. And always
he avoided being hurt. Each narrow escape bolstering his confidence
in a belief that his suffering was only ever to be of the emotional
kind. That he would never be drastically incapacitated by a
physical injury. And when at last he did stop the bullet it
took him some
time to come to terms with the fact. He had beaten his ruling fate on the emotional level and now he felt
cheated that he was being attacked from an entirely different and
so totally unexpected angle. Which was unfair.

But while he wrestled with the urge to
whining self-pity, a rational line of thought directed the course
he follow. Not back the way he had come, to Six Rivers County.
Where a bunch of homesteaders lived and where there was likely to
be a medical practitioner of some kind. For Moses Jackson had been
a homesteader in Six Rivers County and the Virginian was wanted for
murdering him: and could be identified as the killer by the dead
man’s father and son. So, instead, Adam Steele rode through the
rain in the opposite direction. Towards what had been his first
objective of Golden Hill. Which also maybe had somebody who could
tend the bullet wound. And where, for sure, there was some
unfinished business to neaten up concerning a half-breed Apache
named Joseph Mitchell.

It was raining when he
took the bullet in the chest. And it had stopped when he rode into
Golden Hill. He had no way to gauge the passing of the time between
the two events. Knew only that it was long enough for the open
wound with the bullet in it to become gangrenous and for the poison
to start a burning fever which allowed him only infrequent short
periods of mental clarity. Sometimes he tumbled out of his saddle
and at once hauled himself back up astride the mare again. At other
times he lay where he fell. Slept or slipped into a fever triggered
stupor. Always his horse was nearby. She was a fine mount. That was
something he always tried to have even when he had abandoned hopes
and desires for almost everything else—a
good, strong animal to ride. Which was not a mere whim for a man
like Adam Steele. But a necessity, to the same extent as food and
water and a gun he could rely on.

A day, two days, three …? At least two for
the poison to have such an effect and the wound to smell so
bad…

The grubbers for gold and the whores who
took it away from them with much less effort mistook the almost
unconscious Adam Steele for somebody else—one of their own kind.
Who was wanted for murder, in the same way that the Virginian was
really wanted in Six Rivers County. But down there they had law and
order and a county seat called Fort Trinity where justice was
dispensed by due process. At Golden Hill there was just the lynch
rope tied to the hanging tree out at the end of the street beyond
the bakery. Where the man the townspeople were convinced was Ethan
Winston was taken to be hanged. And the half-breed Apache named
Joseph Mitchell—the only Golden Hill citizen who knew this was not
Winston—had the task of lashing the rope to the stoutest branch of
the oak.

But this blackest of situations had turned
out not to be as it seemed at all—when the half-breed Apache
finished his business with Steele his own way.

Mitchell felt he owed the Virginian and now
he repaid his debt: when the flat palm of the hand of an angrily
impatient man came down with a sharp crack on the rump of the
chestnut mare. The horse was normally level headed and docile,
quick to respond to the commands of her rider. But her rider was in
no position to give her a command on this dull, grey clouded
morning. And the horse was unusually susceptible to panic: after at
least two and a half days of submitting to the fever crazed
willfulness of Steele on the relentless trek through the deserted
timber country, followed by the slow walk along the town street
among the embittered crowd gathering to witness the hanging. A less
intelligent animal would have been untouched by the contrast in
conditions and remained unaffected by the grave awesomeness of the
impending execution.

The slap acted to explode the tension that
had been building in her equine brain. And this was manifested in
the power of her forward lunge into a headlong gallop. That should
have jerked her rider clear of the saddle and left him swinging
violently from the stoutest branch of the Golden Hill hanging
tree—lynched like his father before him a long time ago and a
continent away. But the rope was not tied securely to the bough—by
design, just as the half-breed had promised. And, not entirely
certain for several moments in the wake of the hanging gone wrong
that he could believe what he had been told and what seemed to be
happening to him, Adam Steele lacked the ability to even try to
calm and then control his mount. Was too stunned by the turnabout
which saved his life to take any hand in preserving it further. And
stayed astride the galloping horse only by the instinctive actions
of gripping more tightly the saddlehorn and thrusting his booted
feet more firmly into the stirrups: in’ expectation of what should
have been a futile defense against being wrenched off the back of
the panicked mare.

The crowd screamed and
cursed, raged and bellowed. The head of the Virginian was jerked
fractionally backward by the briefly taut rope as the
running knot came free of the branch. But he was
only vaguely aware of this as a brief process of rational thought
penetrated the stricture of mental shock. The half-breed Apache
really had set him free, for why else were the gold grubbers and
the whores of this Godforsaken town so damn mad?

Then, just as he was about to take a
positive hand in his own salvation, agony displaced the start of
exhilaration and flooded through his every fiber. Its attack on his
body causing his mind to be filled to capacity with responses to
pain that would have plunged most men into deep unconsciousness.
And for a long, anguished and agonized time the Virginian might
have wished that he was like other men—had it been possible for him
to indulge in such a voluntary exercise as wishful thinking.

But it was not possible for him to knowingly
control anything about
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