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Tom Tolley kneed the sweat-lathered black gelding onto the long downward path into the valley. Both man and beast were grateful for the shafts of shade cast by the ever-thicker stands of pine that dotted the red rock slopes. A hot Arizona sun had blazed down on them many hours from a sky of glaring blue, making the uphill ride a chore that Tom was glad would soon be over.

His shoulders were slumped, and the horse's gait was plodding, every lift of its hoofs a visible effort. Long miles behind them were reason enough for their weariness.

Home at last! Tom remembered every last detail of the thousand acres of marginal farmland, half in timber, on which he'd spent most of his boyhood. But it was four long years since he'd last ridden this trail. Much had happened in them, including a bloody civil war. Home would be changed, like most everything. His widower father had died two years back in '63. The homestead would be abandoned, the cultivated land weed-choked, no question.

Would he be able yet to sit on the porch and imagine he could still hear the lilting song and smell the fresh floral perfume of his ma, as he had during his melancholy teenage years when she was dead of consumption and gone, hopefully to eternal rest?

Tom imagined house and barn would need repairs before he'd be free again to lie back and indulge in bitter-sweet porch memories.

The trail forked and Tom took the lesser path to the left, away from the just-visible creek that threaded the valley bottom. The watercourse gave its name to Soldier Creek, the township situated down the road apiece to the right. Beyond, a range of jagged mountains encircled the high valley on three sides. Behind, in the lower altitudes to the south, cacti- and scrub-grown badlands sprawled to the Mexican border and on.

“Come on, old hoss,” Tom urged. He leaned over and patted his animal's neck. “Soon enough there'll be rest and water aplenty for the two of us.”

He'd taken off his stained old hat and was flapping it by its twisted brim to cool his burning face. So when the Tolley place came into sight around one of the towering boulders scattered haphazardly on the valley slopes dwarfing even the pines that grew among them, the surprise was akin to and abrupt as a rabbit pulled from a conjurer's hat.

In a wave of his damp headgear, it was all before him. Tom saw not the welcoming shapes of house and barn silhouetted against blue sky and flanking trees. He saw a heap of charred beams, broken roof shingles and smashed cladding.

Only the fire-blackened stack of the stone chimney still stood among the debris, pointing upwards like a sick monument to his past life and dreams.

“Goddamn! The old place has been torched,” he muttered.

Tom knew that during the War Between the States two companies of blue-clad California Volunteers, Unionists, had been posted hereabouts, though somewhat to the north. In the year his pa had died Congress and President Lincoln, fearful of a Confederate takeover, had made Arizona a territory of the Union. A governor and his entourage of Washington-appointed subordinates had arrived in the country from back East.

But this destruction of the humble property of an absentee owner didn't smack of official action.

“More likely some local vigilante hotheads fancying the bluebellies' cause, I reckon,” Tom told himself.

At the time he'd left Soldier Creek to join the Confederate army, the Texan lieutenant-colonel John R. Baylor had defeated the Union soldiers at Fort Fillmore and declared a Confederate Territory of Arizona with himself its self-proclaimed military governor.

But sympathies among the Arizonans had been split. After several encounters with Union forces, the Confederates had been forced to withdraw to Rio Grande in south-west Texas. The allegiance to the Confederacy sworn by the citizens of Tucson and Mesilla in March 1861 had been brought to nothing in little over a year.

Those Arizonans like Tom who stuck to wearing a gray uniform retreated someplace else to do their fighting.

Tom drew rein on the black, leaned back in the saddle, put one hand on the cantle, and turned to look around him — back down the dusty trail shimmering in the heat haze, into the shade of the trees, up to the rim of the rock slopes. Of course, his inspection revealed no lurking arsonists. But at that moment it seemed to him it saved his life.

For, as he turned, he felt the hot wind of a heavy slug whip past his bare head. It was followed on the instant by the vicious crack of a rifle, then the snarling whine of a ricochet off a trailside sandstone boulder — and an ugly symphony of shattering echoes of both sounds that rang through the valley.  

Whether it was the gunflash, the zipping lead, the sudden cacophony, or the tug of the bit as Tom involuntarily jerked on the reins, the tired black reared steeply, whinnying alarm.

The horse pranced on its hind legs and Tom found his saddle tipped from horizontal to vertical. He dropped the reins, grabbed for the horn, missed it. His feet left the stirrups and he was airborne.

It had all happened so quickly, too quickly. The ground rushed up to meet him and he struck it with sickening, bone-jarring force.

His senses fragmented in a starburst of lights that was absorbed by the pitch black of unconsciousness.

*        *        *
[image: ]


He came round again slowly. He'd no way of knowing how long he'd lain senseless, but he didn't think too much time could have passed. The impact still throbbed through his dumped body. He felt weak, pale, nauseous. But his assailant had made no attempt to finish him off with a second shot.

He lay still; waited with the phlegmatic calm of a man who has known and survived enemy fire when others around him, more foolhardy, have leaped up and died.

Approaching boots crunched on the crushed rock that paved what had been the front yard of the Tolley farm.

“All right, feller,” a voice said. “I didn't aim to kill you. Just to give you a scare is all. You can stop playing possum and get to your feet.”

Cautiously, Tom lifted his head and body, taking the weight on his elbows and spread hands.

The man who'd bushwhacked him was a loose-jointed, round-shouldered gent of about forty in knee-length spurred boots. He had a hawkish face and a close-trimmed smear of mustache. A metal star glinted on his vest. In his hands was a rifle: a big beast, 47 inches in all, a Spencer lever-action repeater made to hold seven .50-calibre rimfire cartridges in a tube magazine in the buttstock.

His looks were vaguely known to Tom. Searle ... George Searle that was his name, though he hadn't worn the sheriff's badge when Tom had left the Soldier Creek country.

Tom got himself up, letting his hand hover over the butt of the .44-caliber Colt Army revolver on his thigh.

“Don't touch that six-shooter, or I will blast you, boy,” the star-packer said.

“For why?” Tom demanded. “And what's your reason for shooting from ambush the first time?”

“You're a trespasser, that's why. There's already been a varmint of that stripe skulking about this property, and I'm minded to see no more, y'understand?”

“I ain't a trespasser. This is the Tolley homestead, or what's been left of it, and I'm Tom Tolley, back from the war.”

Searle narrowed his eyes, but the hard look didn't leave them. “Well now, is that so? Thought you looked kind of familiar. I got a good eye for faces. A Reb, huh?”

“An ex-Reb, Mister Sheriff. The war's over.”

Searle spat on the ground. “Dirty Secesh trash, put it anyways you choose. They should've hanged all those sons. Hell, grayback, you better ride back where you came from. You ain't welcome in Soldier Creek, for sure.”

“Then I'll stick here, on the Tolley property.”

“No you won't, boy, on account of this place no longer is your'n.”

Tom stiffened. “Of course it's mine. I inherited on my pa's death.”

“That's a coupla years back,” Searle said, shaking his head, grinning a bit beneath his little mustache. “Before your pappy died he paid his land taxes in Confederate coin. Such payments were declared invalid and a Yankee judge put the place up for auction to clear the debt. You own damn all, boy.”

“That can't be right, not in Arizona!” Tom protested. He swore furiously for several seconds, cursing nameless two-timing, double-crossing, turncoat citizenry.

The sheriff guffawed. “There's no future for a Reb in these parts,” he drawled. “Your little parcel of land was bought at auction by Mayor Saul Pelzer, no less. You lost it, farm boy.”

Tom picked up his curly brimmed hat and whacked it against his leg, raising dust.

“We'll see about that. I reckon you're running a bluff. Any title your mayor holds can't be worth the paper it's writ on.”

He knew next to nothing about land deeds or courts, but he had every confidence in his moral right to what had been the Tolley farm.

“Fighting talk, huh?” Searle said. He turned to Tom's horse, standing patiently on dropped reins. “This crow-bait belong to you?”

“Sure it does. I'm not a horse thief. And it's not crow-bait. It's a fine cayuse. Considerable fine.”

“Yeah?” Searle jeered. “That must be why it dumped you.”

“You were the cause of that, thickhead.”

“More tough-guy talk! Point of fact, I figure I oughta take this off you, too.”

Searle hoisted the Henry rifle from the boot slung alongside Tom's saddle and dropped it on the ground. “I wouldn't want you to get your fiery self into no gunplay.”

Then he swung the muzzle of his Spencer, pointing it at Tom's middle. “And I'd be obliged if you'd hand over that there belt gun, the Colt.”

“Why the devil should I?” Tom said, feeling his gorge rise.

“One, because a .50 slug in the gut is mighty painful. Two, because Rebs can't bear arms, like they can't vote. It's a condition of their parole.”

“Bullshit! You've got your facts wrong, Searle. That don't apply here.”

But Tom unbuckled the gunbelt and let his hand gun fall, not wanting to risk injury or death with none to witness the injustice of his fate.

“Ain't nothing wrong with my facts in this bailiwick, Tolley. Mayor Pelzer told me — Rebs have signed an Ironclad Oath of allegiance to the Union in exchange for their freedom. Graybacks get no vote, they carry no guns.”

Searle picked up the firearms and whistled. A bay mare emerged from back in the wood where it had been hidden up. Searle stashed the guns, put a foot in a stirrup and swung up into the saddle.  

“Goodbye, Reb,” he said. “Don't let me find you here when I ride by again. In fact, it'd be real smart to pull your freight right outa the territory like your ass was afire.”

“By God,” Tom growled to his departing back, “I ain't hightailing it anywhere on your say-so.”

*        *        *    
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Tom led his horse over to the shade of the timber, sat on a rock and inhaled deep, calming breaths of the scent of the sun-heated pine.

He hadn't much liked any part of what he'd heard from the sheriff. After General Lee had surrendered to General Grant at Appomattox, Virginia, Tom had expected the whole nation to put behind it gladly the years of hatred and killing. He'd looked forward himself to resettling peaceably and working the Tolley farm. But though he distrusted Searle, it sounded like that was not to be. The courts were dominated by opportunists. In some places Yankee carpetbaggers were moving in.

Was the Saul Pelzer who'd grabbed his land one of them?

Possibly not.

Racking his brain, trying to remember, Tom seemed to recollect a local businessman of a similar if not the same name. He'd not been mayor, though, any more than Searle had been sheriff. The Pelzer he recalled had owned the livery stable in Soldier Creek.

“What the hell ... ?”

Tom's restless eye detected sudden movement among the heap of ash and charcoal that had once been his home. Like some burrowing animal was surfacing amid it.

A whole square-shaped section of the black debris was lifting. But Tom knew better than to suppose for more than a first moment that the phenomenon was caused by subterranean wildlife.

The rising structure of warped and scorched boards was the remains of a trap-door that had in former times given entry to a root cellar dug out under the house. When he was a boy, the cellar had been a cool storage place for fruit, vegetables and bottles of preserves. It was also one of his favorite hideyholes.

But who was using it now?
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A clutching hand appeared in the widening gap between the rising two-inch lumber and the ground around it. Then a head — crowned with a hat, more battered and dirty than Tom's, over matted strands of graying, collar-length hair.

The heavy trap-door fell back raising a cloud of soot, and the apparition clambered out. The rest of his rig was as disreputable as his hat. A ragged-hemmed, claw-hammer coat covered what might once have been a fancy vest. A grubby flannel shirt was complemented incongruously by a straggly string tie.

Tom went over.

Closer up, the man was even less pretty. In truth, he was a pitiful wreck. He was stoop-shouldered, his beard was tangled and nicotine-yellowed, his eyes red, his nose puffy and veined. Worse, he smelled as only an unwashed, habitual drinker smells.

“Who might you be, mister?” Tom asked. He was tired and still angered by his clash with Sheriff Searle. His tone was sharp. “And by what rights are you here?”

The old man hawked and wiped his whiskers with the back of his unclean hand.

“Carbone's the handle,” he rasped. “Jed Carbone.” He uttered a short whinny which Tom took for a laugh. “Rights? Squatter's rights is all I got.”

“You'd better not let Sheriff Searle find you here.”

“Yeah, son, I hear'd an' saw some o' thet. I lifted the trap a smidgeon an' peeked out. 'Taint no wonder yuh're bitter.”

“This place was my home before the war. It's wonderful in the valley. When the sun's on the mountain peaks round about, it has a kind of solemn grandeur. A peace.”

Hearing himself, Tom felt slightly embarrassed by his eloquence.

“Sure, the country is rugged in parts and calls for a hardy spirit when times are bad. But I liked it here and had pleasant memories.”

“Yuh're right, son. Things here in God's open could suit a man jest dandy. But I bin spendin' time in thet town up the crick when they don't run me out unjus'ly. Thar's goin's-on thar thet jest ain't proper.”

Tom realized the old man, drunk and vagrant though he might be, could be an unbiased source of up-to-date information. “Tell me, what do you know about Saul Pelzer?”

Jed Carbone scratched himself, making Tom think of fleas and kindred nasties.

“Like Searle says, he's mayor. But he's a heap more t' boot. It ain't jest the livery he owns. He's tooken over the town's biggest mercantile an' its hotel. Reckon he's out t' git a hold over most every other property, too.”

“How will he manage that? I mean, I appreciate he's twisted the law to grab this farm, but that won't wash with the townies' businesses, surely?”

Old Jed whinnied another laugh. “Yuh gotta believe it, son. I hear he gives them thar tricky mortgage loans. Seems the conditions is so drafted by his shyster lawyers that them who borrers is certain-sure t' default. He has 'em under his boot-heel by means of whosoevers and whereases.”

“Hell
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