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Chapter One

 


FOR MAYBE THE fiftieth time—or it could have
been the hundredth—since he had first seen the sign that named the
place, Adam Steele allowed to himself that it was surely intended
to apply to him.

It had been some three months back when he
had first set eyes on the derelict little house at the end of a
spur that cut west off the trail linking the California towns of
Providence to the south and Broadwater to the north. Dark lettering
seared by red hot irons into a plank of wood nailed above the
doorway gave Trail’s End as the name of the single-story timber and
fieldstone house that had been built by a family named Sanderson
many years ago. A family that had started a ranch here, then had
abandoned it: on a prime piece of land in central California which
so far had turned out to be exactly what Adam Steele had been
seeking for so long.

Well … maybe not exactly, he acknowledged
with a brief grimace as he reined in his gray gelding on the crest
of a wooded hill that was the highest point of the spread. For the
old Sanderson place was a long way from Virginia: in terms of
miles, the kind of country it occupied and the type of people who
lived in the neighborhood. But he had early come to realize that
perfection was a state not in the Union, and a man had to give his
best shot to what he thought came close. Especially a man like he
was—who had taken the opportunity to relish the best of much that
life had to offer: and been forced to endure the worst of much
else. Then, after he had swung out of the saddle and hitched his
reins to a pine sapling at the side of the stand of mixed timber,
the impulse to counterbalance his good feeling with some
pessimistic reflections was immediately negated.

Trail’s End was the name for much of the
country he could see as he stood at the fringe of the timber on
High Point Hill and swept his impassive gaze across an arc from due
south to due east. And he had never felt more certain than on this
bright morning that it marked the end to his personal trail—the
trail that had cut such a zig-zagged and convoluted course for so
many years over so many miles from one of the richest plantations
in his native state of Virginia. So, thus convinced, it would have
been a pointless exercise to dwell on the past, when it had so
often seemed there was nothing but another stretch of the trail to
nowhere in the future.

He raked his gaze back over the same arc,
and this time allowed himself a slight smile of quiet satisfaction
with the vista that was spread out before him. Three and a half
thousand acres, give or take a couple, of low hills that formed the
first easy steps toward the towering heights of the Sierra Nevadas
over in the distant east. Mostly the gentle slopes and shallow
valleys between were lushly carpeted with good, sweet grass. Just
here and there outcrops of element-smoothed granite jutted up out
of the rolling land. And further visual interest was added by
stands of timber and clumps of brush. Not all that grew on the
Trail’s End spread was evergreen, and even more colorful than the
broad-leaved trees were the patches of wild flowers that had been
allowed to flourish to the whims of nature since man had last run
stock on this land. Country that was merely not hard to look at,
rather than spectacular.

Like the man who had laid claim to it,
perhaps?

The Virginian who had ambitions
to become a Californian was on the wrong side of forty, but not yet
closer to fifty. He had the kind of face that had become easier on
the eye as the years went by. For the features had been
nondescriptly regular when he was young, and the aging process
throughout a life that had largely seen the bad times outnumber the
good, had burnished and lined and subtly restructured his face: so
that now it was only when he grinned in a certain way that there
was created an impression of vulnerable boyishness. For the rest of
the time the combination of coal black eyes and a gentle mouthline
against a background of leanness in a framework of once prematurely
iron gray hair on the top of his head and in long sideburns
indicated his actual age and hinted strongly that he did not
consider himself vulnerable to anything.

His build was as commonplace as his face,
molded on lean lines to no more than a half inch above five feet
six. But he carried himself in an easy, loose-limbed manner that
suggested truthfully he possessed a greater than average degree of
strength for one of his height and weight. Impossible to guess at
was the fluid speed with which he could respond to an aggressive
move against him. Which was a hidden asset that had saved his life
on countless occasions: as valuable in troubled times as the knife
he carried in a boot sheath and the silken kerchief with weighted
corners that was draped loosely around his neck. But the weapon to
which he owed his survival from most tight spots was the rifle that
was his sole inheritance from his once rich father. A Colt Hartford
revolver action rifle with a cylinder chambered for six shells.
Antiquated in the day of the Winchester but the most treasured
possession of Adam Steele, in whose skilled hands it had often
proved far more effective than the lever action repeaters with
double the load capacity fired by other men.

The rifle rested in the forward hung
scabbard attached to the right side of the saddle on the gelding
hitched to the young tree, the morning sunlight glinting on the
inscribed gold plate fixed to the fire-scorched stock: this message
cut into the precious metal expressing the appreciation of one man
for some unspecified service performed by another. Both these men
now long dead. Murdered on the same misty night in far off
Washington. Abraham Lincoln and Benjamin Steele. A president whose
armies Adam Steele had fought against for a Cause he thought he had
believed in. And a father who he thought he had good cause to hate
for supporting the enemy.

‘Goddammit!’ Steele rasped
softly through gritted teeth. And thudded his right fist into the
palm of his left hand. Then succeeded in quelling the impulse to
self-anger by the time he had unhitched the reins and swung up
astride his saddle.

He heeled the gelding forward into an easy
walk down the slope and the grimace that had begun to form in the
wake of the quiet smile was displaced by the more customary
impassiveness as he allowed the train of unbidden thought to run to
the end of the track. The brutal death of his father and his savage
response to the wanton killing had forced him to start out along
the trail from the distant east to the far west. It did not have to
follow that the trail must end in violence. If this land which he
had just surveyed and now rode was truly to accept his roots, then
it had to be his ultimate ambition to die here. Everybody had to
die. And surely death came to most people peacefully in their own
beds? It was just that in his experience Adam Steele had not seen
this happen very often. But all these brushes with violent death
were in the blood-run past, during his rootless wanderings across
landscapes that held no appeal to him, peopled with men and women
who for the most part felt no cause to welcome his presence among
them.

Here at Trail’s End, it was different. Here
was where a man like Adam Steele should—and could—look forward to a
long and peaceful future, fulfilling other ambitions before it was
time to die without pain or misery or regret for what might have
been. But to achieve the state of mind in which he was able to
accept that this was possible, without the tantalizing prospect
being clouded by ominous predictions based upon events in the harsh
past, was bound to take time.

Longer than the three months since he had
come to this place, the Colt Hartford blasting out a deadly hail of
bullets to curtail the vicious evil that man was committing against
man by the house named Trail’s End.

Since that day, time had rushed
on by in a way that allowed a man little opportunity for quiet
reflection on his lot—past, present or future. For Steele had
worked from sunup to sundown, and during the hours of darkness had
slept soundly. Too weary when he went to bed to need to
think himself to sleep. And in the morning too eager to start
work again to lie there pondering his good fortune while he
wondered just how long it was going to last.

There had been just those fifty or a hundred
times when he was visited by the fleeting thought that he had
finally got to where he had been heading all his life. Few
occasions when he had paused, as just now on the morning ride to
High Point Hill, to extend his thinking beyond that plain and
simple conclusion and allow time for dark doubts to intrude.

And it had not been too bad. The formless
misgivings had made their unbidden entry into his peace of mind and
he had gotten angry at himself for still being so susceptible to
their disquieting effect. But it had taken little conscious effort
and but a matter of seconds to dispel the anger. As an isolated
experiment, albeit one he had not intended to stage, it had worked
fine. But he would have to run through it again several times
before he could be fully satisfied—that the deeper he put his roots
down here, the greater was the need to beware of unseen enemies
gathering to wrench him away and set him riding the aimless trail
again: or to put more than just his roots into this ground
prematurely.

Down from High Point Hill now, and heading
out across an expanse of pasture covered with waist-high grass,
Steele could no longer see the house and barn that were the only
buildings on the spread. But woodsmoke from the house chimney was
rising into the near cloudless sky. To give him a bearing, if one
had been needed, on the location of the no longer derelict
buildings over at the southeast corner of the spread.

When he first spotted the dark smoke on the
skyline Steele started another quiet smile, his good feeling
triggered by the prospect of the fine breakfast of ham and eggs and
grits that Arlene Forrester would be cooking on the range beneath
the chimney. Then he broadened the expression to a grin of pleasure
as his stomach rumbled in anticipation of what the old black woman
was preparing to set before him. Commanded a quickened pace from
his mount as he said to the animal:

‘Let’s go eat for real, boy.
Reckon I’ve chewed over enough food for thought for one
day.’

 



Chapter Two

 


WHEN THE VIRGINIAN rode to within sight of
the house and barn again everything looked as serenely peaceful as
when he had set out on his early morning ride an hour or so ago.
Just one aspect of the rustically tranquil scene rang a warning
bell in the back of his mind.

The freshly painted front door of the
renovated house was open. So, too, one of the new double doors of
the larger barn that faced the yard. Which was as normal as the
smoking chimney. Arlene would have come out from town with Billy
riding beside her as a proud, diligent escort. And while the
Negress went into the house to start fixing breakfast, the man with
the muscled body of a thirty-year-old and the mind of a child no
older than seven had taken the two horses into the barn. On such a
bright, warm morning—a morning that promised a scorchingly hot day
to come—it made sense to leave the building doors open in faint
hope of catching some unlikely stirring of a stray breeze that
might fool people and animals into thinking it cooled them.

It was not unusual for Arlene to perform her
breakfast fixing chores silently: nor anything else she did around
the place three mornings out of seven. Just as it would not have
given Steele pause for thought had the black woman been singing a
gospel song at the top of her powerful and unmelodious voice. Her
moods changed.

What did arouse mild concern in
Steele, and caused the grin of anticipation of a full belly to
drift off his features, was that neither Billy nor Chad Drabble
were at work in the crop fields that flanked the end of the trail
across the yard from the barn. Which almost certainly had to mean
that Drabble was sick again and the well-meaning Billy felt moved
to sit with
him: a situation which could account for Arlene being so subdued at
her work this morning.

As he angled the gelding away from a direct
approach to the yard, to go around the newly fenced corral across
from the house, the Virginian gave vent to his apprehension with
just a sigh that rasped out through the gritted teeth of a
scowl.

He had needed some help to get the old
Sanderson place into shape, and events had conspired to have him
take on the black woman and the mentally retarded man from
Providence. Which had been good moves. For he had known in advance
he was getting a cook and a cleaning woman highly thought of by the
people she already worked for in town. While in Baxter he knew he
had hired on a strong and willing worker prepared to turn his hand
to any unskilled task provided he was given clear instructions on
what was required of him. And for the first two months after Steele
set about turning the abandoned spread into a thriving horse ranch,
everything at Trail’s End had gone as well as he could hope.

Then, four weeks ago, Chad Drabble had
ridden south out of Broadwater and taken the spur alongside Timber
Creek to get to the place where he had heard help might be needed.
Claimed to be an experienced hand and said he would give two days
work for free to prove himself since he had no references. That had
seemed to work out fine, for in the trial period the new man had
shown himself totally capable of all he claimed. He was as strong
and willing as Billy and would work unsupervised, which made him of
more use than the retarded man. Also he had initiative: when one
chore was completed and Steele was not immediately available to put
him to work on something else, he found himself a job that needed
doing. Chad Drabble was the kind of individual who just could not
abide to be idle.

But sometimes he got sick. And when he got
sick he was attacked by excruciating pains in the head that forced
him to go away on his own and endure the suffering in private.
Which Steele could understand. Drabble was no goldbricker, he was
sure of that, and he knew that if he were to endure the degree of
humiliating agony that Drabble did, he would wish to be alone.
Trouble was, the man’s attacks were becoming more frequent and were
getting to be longer lasting. Just two on separate days that first
week. Five—two of them on one day—the next. Last week two entire
afternoons had been lost. As well as an hour here and there on two
other days. And this week, if Drabble was sick again this morning,
it would be the seventh time.

‘Get the frig away from me, you
mindless crud!’

The sound of Chad Drabble’s voice in the
barn, pitched high by a melding of pain and fury, caused a low
groan to escape from Steele’s throat as his suspicion of latent
trouble at the place was proved well founded. And he thudded in his
heels to ask for a gallop from his mount as Arlene Forrester
appeared at the open doorway of the house, a frown of fear on her
shiny black face. But this expression was displaced by relief and
she checked her intention to step out over the threshold when she
heard, and then saw, the Virginian racing his horse onto the yard
between corners of the barn and the corral.

The dust of many rain-free days was billowed
up by the pumping hooves as the animal came off the lush
pastureland and onto the hard-packed dirt of the yard. And then a
denser explosion of motes rose higher as Steele reined the gelding
to a slithering, rearing halt: the violent sounds of the frantic
arrival masking what was being yelled in the heated exchange within
the barn. Then:

‘…
real sorry, Mr.
Drabble!’ Billy could be heard apologizing when the horse was
quieted and Steele started to swing down from the saddle. ‘Shoot!
All I wanted to do was help you … Oh, my!’ His defensive tone
altered to choking fear.

After a moment of silence,
Arlene took a step out of the house and started to explain: ‘I told him not to
go and—’

‘You’re a no-account friggin’
dimwit!’ Drabble snarled. ‘You ain’t no friggin’ use to anyone! You
give me the creeps. I ain’t never hurt so bad so often since I got
to be around you! An animal as lame-brained as you would’ve been put down
years ago! And I’m gonna take care of what wasn’t done when it
oughta have been!’

The rising volume of the man’s raucous
voice, and the counterpoint of sobbing that forced exit from
Billy’s terror-constricted throat signaled that the pair of them
were moving from deep inside the barn toward the part-opened
doorway.

‘Lord, Lord, there’s gonna be a
murder!’ the elderly Negress moaned as she came to a stop and
clasped her hands together beneath the chin of her face that was
tilted skywards.

This as Billy curtailed his sobs and gave
vent to a shrill scream. Backed into the part-opened door with
enough force to swing it with a crash against the outside wall.
Then whirled and raced onto the sunlit yard. His acne-scarred,
slack-mouthed, bug-eyed face a mask of terror: beaded with sweat.
Perhaps he saw Steele beside the horse and the woman over by the
house and in his disturbed mind they appeared as terrifying to him
as the man who had voiced the threat to his life. Or maybe his fear
blinded him to all prospects of help. Whichever, something
motivated him to make a sharp left turn: to race along the front of
the barn and then the side of the house toward the shallow,
ten-foot-wide Timber Creek out back. His medium height, slightly
built frame clothed in dungarees and check shirt was quaking and
his work-booted feet looked about to splay and send him crashing to
the ground at every panicked step he took. The need to suck in deep
breaths of air brought the scream to an end.

Then Drabble plunged out of the
barn. A man of about the same age as Steele. But a head taller and
thirty pounds heavier—with not an ounce of excess flesh on his
solidly built body. His hair was black, hugging his skull in tight
curls and he had a shaggy black mustache. His face was square cut,
with strongly molded features: the skin darkly stained and deeply
lined by an outdoor life, this coloration acting to emphasize the
light grayness of his eyes that were spaced too far apart beneath thick brows.
Like the Virginian, he was garbed in heavy duty pants and shirt and
spurless boots, with buckskin gloves and a kerchief. No gun belt
and, in his present murderous frame of mind he had neglected to don
the battered, once white hat he usually wore. He had snatched up a
long-handled ax which he carried in a two-handed grip angled across
his chest. And the rage that carved the expression on his face
warned that he fully intended to use the ax on the object of his
fury.

‘Mr. Steele, sir!’ the
white-aproned woman pleaded, her short, heavily-built body in the
grip of a trembling fit. This as she wrenched her gaze away from
the unresponsive sky in time to see Billy go from her sight around
the corner of the house, his would-be murderer emerge from the barn
and the Virginian power away from his horse.

Drabble was blind and deaf to Adam Steele
and Arlene Forrester: saw and heard only the child in a man’s body
as Billy fled from him.

Steele heard the woman’s plea to him. The
thudding of running footfalls and the rasping of labored breathing.
Knew it would be futile to snarl a command at the pain-crazed man
with the ax. Just as calmly decided there were only two ways to
prevent Chad Drabble from taking the ax to Billy Baxter: and that
first he would try the alternative to killing the man. So he left
the knife in its boot sheath as he closed with Drabble, who was
gaining on Billy. Instead the Virginian grasped one weighted corner
of the kerchief that was adapted from a weapon of strangulation
used by Oriental assassins on the far side of the world from the
Sierra Nevada foothills of central California.

Billy splashed a leading foot
into the creek. Overbalanced on the pebble-strewn bed. Screamed
more shrilly than before as he pitched face down into the
slow-moving water. Drabble slowed and gave vent to a cry that was
part laugh and part roar. A sound that rang with triumph. Steele
twirled the thuggee scarf once in his right hand, took a final step
toward the bigger man, then reached forward and upward with both
hands. The free-flying weighted corner of the scarf curled around Drabble’s
neck from the rear. Reappeared over his left shoulder. Steel’s left
hand crossed under his right and caught the swinging corner. Just
as the man started to raise the ax as he came to an abrupt halt on
the bank of the creek. Towering menacingly above the helpless Billy
as he wrenched himself over onto his back in the clear
water.

Steele thudded into Drabble: and the impact
added power to a backward move as he crossed his arms, locked the
point of his left elbow in the crook of his right. Tightened the
scarf viciously as he jerked downwards.

‘Lord, Lord, thank the Lord!’
Arlene Forrester chanted as she peered anxiously around the corner
of the house. In time to see Drabble let go the ax and claw his
gloved hands at the constricting scarf that was choking him:
unconcerned with breaking his fall when the Virginian backed up
faster than he did, then applied greater force to the downward
movement of his hands.

‘Oh, my!’ Billy shrieked and
relief injected the girlish shrillness of delight into his voice as
he struggled up out of the water. Lunged to the side to grasp the
ax.

Drabble crashed to the ground at full
stretch on his back. And Steele hunkered down beside his head,
jerked the scarf clear. Dropped it and thrust his hand in through a
split seam in the outside of his right pants leg. Withdrew the
wooden-handled knife from the boot sheath. Half rose to shuffle
into a new position. Dropped to his haunches again and laid the
flat of the knife blade against the leather-textured cheek of
Drabble, its point just below the lower eyelid. Drabble was
breathing fast and noisily as he worked with the fingers of both
gloved hands at the angry red line around his neck where the scarf
had bitten so deeply.

More quietly, Steele sucked in lungfuls of
warm air and used this to vent the icy-toned warning: ‘You’re a
sick man, feller. And I’m no doctor. People who come under my knife
don’t usually recover.’

And even as he spoke the threat
he recalled the train of thought that had come unbidden into his
mind as he rode down from High Point Hill. And fleetingly he
experienced a white-hot hatred for the man who was sprawled out before
him. A man whose intent to commit a violent act had forced a like
response from the Virginian: so soon after he had taken a first
tentative step toward an attitude of mind that renounced his old
ways. But then the anger contracted to an icy ball in the pit of
his stomach, and a moment later this had melted to leave him with
nothing stronger than a sense of resentment toward the subdued
man.

Drabble’s teeth had never unclenched from
the ugly scowl he wore as he lunged out of the barn in the wake of
Billy, but maybe his gray eyes were duller now, the thudding pain
in his head nullified by the fear of strangulation. But then, in a
matter of moments, the intensity of feeling drained out of his
features. His lips came slowly together beneath the thick mustache
and his eyes lost their glazed stare. The small livid patches that
had been at the corners of his mouth faded. And abruptly he was a
stranger to the enraged man who had been on the verge of committing
murder.

‘Son-of-a-bitch,’ he murmured,
spacing out the words distinctly as he shifted his eyes in their
sockets without moving his head. To look away from Steele and peer
up at Billy Baxter at his feet and then at Arlene Forrester, who
had moved to stand over him at his head. The one disheveled and
sodden with creek water. The other crisply neat but starting to be
bathed with sweat. Both of them still experiencing the aftereffects
of terror. ‘I went real crazy, uh?’

‘Right outta your head, sir,’
the Negress confirmed through compressed lips.

‘Son-of-a … Oh, I’m sorry,
ma’am.’ When he was feeling well Drabble was always as respectful
to the other hands as he was toward Steele. Now, as the Virginian
withdrew the immediate threat of the knife but continued to keep
the weapon in plain sight when he came upright from the contrite
man, Drabble shook his head slowly from side to side and needed to
swallow hard before he could continue: ‘Jeez, I’m sorry for the
whole rotten mess. I ain’t never been so—’

‘Shoot, that’s okay, Mr.
Drabble,’ Billy broke in eagerly, and lowered the ax from the aggressive
attitude in which he had been brandishing it. Used the long-handled
tool as a crutch to keep himself from swaying while he continued to
experience the aftereffects of his brush with violent death. ‘I
guess it was all my fault.’

‘It was mine!’ the black woman
claimed. ‘I oughta have done more to keep Billy from botherin’ you,
sir!’

‘I’m takin’ full responsibility
for what happened here, Mr. Steele,’ Drabble said miserably. And
eased up into a sitting attitude as the Virginian stooped, first to
replace the knife in the boot sheath and then to retrieve the scarf
that he hung around his neck as a conventional kerchief again. ‘And
if you wanna fire me without no notice or pay in lieu, I won’t have
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