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  Chapter One


   



  THE WOMAN, WHO was badly hurt, had dragged
herself more than sixty feet in an unsuccessful attempt to get to
the baby, which was sleeping. This was clear to read in the sign:
the dust disturbed and stained darkly at irregular intervals
between the patch of ground where she had first begun to lose blood
and the point where the strength had deserted her, when her
outstretched hands were some dozen or so feet short of touching the
infant.


  Both were black: the color of the woman’s
skin starkly contrasted on the near white of the dusty ground
beneath her prone, naked form; while the baby was swathed in a
white shawl and wore a blue-ribbon-trimmed white bonnet so that
just the ebony-hued face was visible.


  Adam Steele, who was not overly familiar
with children of any age, guessed the baby was not yet six months
old. He had a little more experience of women—fully clothed and
otherwise—and even before he saw her face he knew for certain that
this one was young: maybe was no more than a girl. Violence was not
strange to him at all: and thus did he ensure that this latest
incursion of other people’s suffering into his life posed no
immediate threat to his well-being before he paid more than cursory
attention to the figures on the ground.


  He had almost satisfied himself
of this before he reined in the two-horse team and brought the
wagon to a halt: far enough away from the woman and baby so that the
dust raised by the wheels and hooves did not drift and settle on
them. Then, in the moments of silence, he listened intently. And
his ears confirmed what his eyes and his sixth sense for latent
danger had already signaled—nobody was waiting and watching from
hiding with a hostile intent toward him.


  Then he applied the brakes and wound the
reins around the lever. And took a worse-for-wear sheepskin coat
from among the varied freight in the back of the open wagon before
he climbed down from the high seat and moved forward to take a
closer look at the cause of his unscheduled stop.


  First, he dropped to his haunches beside the
baby, and without touching the infant made sure that his initial
impression had been correct. And he vented a non-committal grunt
when he saw that the baby boy was unhurt and simply serenely
asleep. Next he turned his attention to the woman: already aware
that she was little more than twenty years old and that she was
unlikely to live very much longer. For he could see her young face
in profile, its expression of despair not relieved by
unconsciousness; and had been able to hear her labored breathing
ever since he halted the wagon. This raggedness of the sucking in
and exhalation of breath, along with the amount of blood she had
lost, had to indicate that her life had almost run its course.


  Gently, Steele eased the doomed
young woman over onto her back. And eyed the awesome wound in her
lower belly with the same brand of cold impassivity as he had
glanced at her nude slenderness: before he arranged her arms at her
sides and draped the coat over her. She was no taller than five
feet, and the sheepskin reached from her neck to her knees. A
groan, more of hopelessness than pain, had sounded from deep in her
throat as he rolled her cautiously onto her back. Then she uttered
another sound, something like a forlorn sigh, as he raised her head
and lowered it onto a pillow fashioned from his folded-up suit
jacket. But there was not even the slightest flicker of eyelashes
to suggest she was on the brink of returning to
consciousness.


  They had cut her sex out of the black woman:
sliced deep into the pit of her belly and crotch to carve out a
wedge of living tissue.


  That there had been more than one sadistic
attacker of the woman Steele saw from the sign in the dust close to
the large patch of dried blood which marked where the obscene
mutilation of her body was inflicted. Three of them, he was sure.
One had smoked a cigar to a small stub. Somebody chewed tobacco.
The tracks of a trio of horses seemed to confirm his estimate of
the number of men from their footprints. Which meant the woman had
not gotten here on a horse—unless riding double with one of the
men. When they had left here, the men had taken everything they
came with, except for the cigar butt and some brown-stained saliva.
Everything, too, that the woman had brought here: except for the
baby boy and whatever was left of her life.


  Here was a strip of fringe land between
the northern edge of the Mojave Desert and the southern foothills
of the Sierra Nevada range in central California. It was not on a
trail, for Steele had elected to swing to the west when the marked
trail he had followed northward for so many miles had run off the
desert floor. He had steered the wagon into the turn and started to
head across what he hoped was uninhabited terrain more than two
hours earlier, when it was a little before midday and the low sky
was threatening rain. But the weather had brightened and there had
been nothing to indicate that any other human presence had ever
before intruded into this piece of country: until he reached the
end of a low escarpment and had to swing to the south to pass
between the rock face and a stand of pines that was just as much of an
obstacle to the big hay wagon he was driving.


  It was as he completed the turn that he saw
the figures on the ground at a distance of three hundred feet or
so: the infant peacefully sleeping on an area of lush green grass
at the base of one of the towering pines, while the woman,
mercifully unconscious, was sprawled at the side of the broad strip
of rock-hard ground that extended from the base of the escarpment’s
end to the timber.


  Now, having seen the scant sign that marked
where the trio of men had brutalized the woman, and taken note that
they had reached here from the south and ridden off back in the
same direction, Steele spared a few more silent moments to look
beyond the immediate vicinity and to listen for sounds that were
not bird calls: the scurrying of land-bound creatures through the
brush under the trees, and the rustling of foliage moved by a new,
gentle breeze. Then he made a small sound of self-disgust and
returned to the wagon. Had to climb up onto a front wheel hub to
reach into the rear and bring out a canteen. Took a mouthful of
water and spat it out. Immediately was unable to recall the taste
of the particular brand of apprehension that he had experienced
even after he was sure no one was looking down at him from the top
of the escarpment or watching him from within the timber. Which he
should have figured out from the dryness of the black woman’s blood
and the age of the cigar butt and tobacco juice, without recourse
to instinct.


  But, he excused himself without
too much conviction as he moved toward the woman who was going to
die soon, he considered he had never been this close to fulfilling
his dream before. And no one had better cause than him to be
concerned by any side issue, no matter what form it took, that
demanded his attention along the trail to the realization of that
ambition. Too often before he had lost far more than mere time when
events beyond his control, and often none of his business, had distracted
him. And he had found his life was on the line for something less
pressing than a healthy young baby and a mutilated woman at death’s
door.


  ‘Zachery?’


  She spoke the name in a faint whisper while
her eyes remained closed. And the intonation of her rasping voice
made the single word a rhetorical question that she was sure would
be answered in a manner that made hope futile.


  ‘If that’s the baby’s name,
girl, he’s—’


  Her eyes snapped open in response to
Steele’s softly-spoken, Southern-accented words. And in the part of
a second it took for this to be completed, her expression altered
from despair to terror. She squeezed her eyes tightly closed again.
Pleaded despairingly:


  ‘No more! Please, I can’t! It
hurts me so! Please, I beg of you!’


  Steele had been standing over her. A man of
just a little more than five and a half feet tall with a lean
build. More than forty years old and looking every day of his age:
this not just because almost all his one-time red hair had grayed.
That had happened prematurely. The years and much harsh experience
crowded into their passing had burnished and roughened the texture
of his features—which right now showed no sign that he could look
boyish if he expressed a particular brand of grin. It was a face
that had started out with a kind of nondescript handsomeness, and
maturity had improved on this. Coal black eyes predominated, and
the strength of character they emanated acted to counterbalance the
gentleness of the mouthline that might otherwise have given his
face a weak cast. He was clean-shaven but wore his sideburns
long.


  The style of his clothing was
that of a dude: albeit one who had fallen on hard times. A gray
Stetson with a black, tooled leather band. A cream vest over a
white shirt. Blue-black pants that matched the jacket now folded beneath
the head of the dying girl. Black riding boots that were spurless
and worn under the cuffs of his pants. Around his neck in the
manner of a kerchief was a silken scarf and on his hands were black
buckskin gloves.


  All his clothing was old and stained and
some of it was a little threadbare. He carried no discernible
weapons. And if the girl sprawled out at his feet could have seen
him clearly—and seen, too, the dilapidated hay wagon with its
assortment of freight—she would probably have presumed him to be a
down-on-his-luck gentleman farmer forced away from his land. Which,
Adam Steele reflected fleetingly, was close to the truth.


  But he guessed that in her tormented mind
she saw him in silhouette against the brightening Californian sky:
monstrously tall and featureless, which powered from out of her
memory images of what had happened to her before agony and anguish
drove her through hysteria into senselessness. And he dropped to
his haunches. Waited for her voice to thicken until it was no
longer possible for her to force out further entreaties for mercy.
Then made the effort to keep his own voice low and gentle in tone
when he assured her:


  ‘I’m not one of those who hurt
you. I found you just now. Your baby’s fine. Just sleeping. Would
you like a drink of water?’


  She cracked open her eyes tentatively this
time: like she was afraid the afternoon light would lance
blindingly into them. And if she could not see clearly she would
not be able to recognize if he was telling her the truth. She even
withdrew a hand from beneath the covering coat and shaded her
eyes.


  ‘You’re not one of them,’ she
confirmed to herself. And swallowed hard. ‘I don’t want nothin’
exceptin’ for my baby, sir. I have to see my baby?’


  Her face augmented the
beseeching timbre of her voice, and only now did Steele realize what a
beautiful woman she would have become had she been spared to reach
maturity.


  ‘Sure,’ he promised, and
recapped the canteen. Set it down on the ground and rose to go
bring the infant.


  She tried to lift and turn her head to watch
him, but lacked the strength even for this. Her eyes were drawn to
the limits of their sockets, though, so she saw him with the baby
at the first opportunity. But when she tried to reach upwards with
the hand that had shaded her eyes, her arm fell weakly back to the
ground. Tears that had nothing to do with physical pain welled up
in her eyes and spilled over the lids: to cut fresh tracks through
the dust that adhered to her finely-sculptured cheeks.


  Steele lowered himself slowly down onto one
knee. Turned and held the tiny child in such a way that the girl
was able to see his contentedly sleeping face between the bonnet
and the shawl.


  A sob shook the girl’s punished body and she
winced in response to the vicious bolt of pain that was triggered
from her horrific wound. Then she found the strength to fist the
blurring tears from her eyes so that she could see the infant
clearly. Next, incredibly, she was able to show a warm smile of
satisfaction that for perhaps five entire seconds conveyed she had
peace of mind.


  ‘Babies are the kind of people I
don’t know too much about, girl,’ Steele told her evenly when he
saw her brief moments of freedom from despair had come to an end.
‘But I reckon this one will be better off left to sleep his fill
over on the patch of grass where I found him?’


  She swallowed hard, reluctant to agree that
the infant should be taken out of her sight. But then she made a
barely perceptible affirmative gesture with her head, tried to
augment this with words, but found it impossible to voice them.
Tears glistened in her eyes again, and squeezed out through the
lids even when she had closed them.


  Steele returned the baby to the soft ground
at the fringe of the stand of pines, already more confident in the
way he carried him. But doubt fastened a grip on him when, after he
had set the infant on the grass, the tiny face was transformed by a
frown and a small cry vented from the pouting mouth. And Steele
froze in the act of straightening up, held his breath and willed
the dying woman and the horses at the wagon not to make a sound.
Then, when the baby was peacefully asleep again, he made a
conscious effort to turn and move away with as little noise as
possible. Even though he knew he was merely postponing the
inevitable.


  ‘Thank you, sir. I am sorry to
cause you this trouble.’


  She had seemed to be unconscious again, but
breathing more regularly, until he lowered himself onto his
haunches at her side once more. And she spoke before she opened her
eyes—like she felt the need to convince herself of her true
feelings before she trusted her eyes to express them.


  ‘It was little enough, girl,’ he
answered.


  ‘I would like a little of the
water you offered, sir.’


  He nodded, uncapped the canteen and held it
to her mouth so that the water trickled slowly over her lower lip.
She swallowed just a minuscule amount before her eyes signaled it
was enough.


  ‘My name is Rosebud Petrie, sir.
Zachery is my son.’


  ‘Adam Steele, Mrs. Petrie.
There’s not much more I can do to make you comfortable.’


  ‘You’ve done more than you had
to, Mr. Steele. And if it matters, I ain’t no married lady. It’s
Ms. Petrie.’


  Steele took a drink of water himself and
closed up the canteen. Said: ‘It makes no difference to me,
girl.’


  ‘Guess not, Mr. Steele. But I
know I’m gonna meet my maker pretty soon now. And I wouldn’t want
to do that knowin’ that one of the last things I done on this earth
was to deceive a good man that helped me in need.’


  She peered intently up at him and if she was
feeling any pain now she concealed it perfectly. For all he could
read in her handsomely negroid features was a fervid plea for him
to believe in her sincerity.


  His expression remained impassive when he
told her: ‘I saw the way you were cut. You’ve lost more blood
than—’


  ‘I know, Mr. Steele. If it was
just me, maybe I’d be scared to die. I’m only nineteen. Maybe I’d
like you to tell me I’ve got a chance. But … oh, dear God in
heaven!’


  She gaped her mouth wide and vented a muted
choking sound. Then her legs jerked up and she wrenched her head to
the side on the improvised pillow. And a piercingly shrill scream
burst out from deep inside her as she sought relief from a bolt of
excruciating agony.


  Steele experienced a debilitating sense of
impotence in the presence of such a degree of suffering. And the
next instant felt relieved when he heard the baby crying. He
dropped the canteen he had been holding in both hands and made to
rise: sure he was better equipped to calm the infant which had been
frightened into waking than to comfort his agonized mother. But,
suddenly, he was forced to remain down in the squat. For Rosebud
Petrie had thrust forward a hand and fastened a tight fist around
his wrist. Continued to scream for a stretched second more. Then by
a massive effort of will was able to curtail the sound. Held her
breath. As did Steele hold his. And the horses in the wagon traces
were equally silent in the wake of their snorts and whinnies while
the scream had filled the afternoon.


  Only the tiny baby, wailing with
uncomprehending fear, disturbed the stillness. Before the
pain-wracked young black woman gasped:


  ‘Zachery …? Please …? Take him …
In the name of God, I beg you …’


  Then she died.


  At one instant her hand gripped his wrist
with such force that he felt pain. And on her face was an
expression of almost vibrant intensity. While her body was formed
into a rigid curve beneath the sheepskin coat. In the next instant
the strength was gone from her hand; her body went limp and her
face was a grotesque waxen mask: lifeless in the way the dark eyes
were glazed and the mouth hung slackly open.


  One of the horses scraped at the hard,
dust-powdered ground with a forehoof. The other tossed his head up
and down. The baby ran out of breath and was blessedly silent for
the second or so before he gathered fresh air in his lungs to power
a renewed assault on the tragic stillness. Steele gently removed
the dead hand from his wrist and lowered it to the ground. Sighed
as he straightened up from the corpse and swung away from it to go
toward the timber. Glanced skywards and cracked his eyes to a first
shaft of sunlight from behind a dark cloud as he growled:


  ‘If you’re still listening, how
come I always get left holding the baby?’ Then he went down on his
haunches again, tenderly picked up Zachery Petrie and showed a wan
smile when the infant at once stopped crying. Next the tiny face
was spread with a smile that put a sparkle in the tearless eyes and
showed two miniature teeth in the upper gum. And Steele told him
wryly: ‘Okay, little man. I reckon I’ve still got some milk of
human kindness in me. But it won’t be no use unless your ma weaned
you.’


   





  Chapter Two


   



  AT FIRST THE Virginian attempted to
encourage Zachery back to sleep: by rocking him gently in his arms
and then by humming a tuneless lullaby. But the round eyes
continued to sparkle as brightly as ever and after a while the near
toothless mouth began to issue gurgling sounds that Steele heard as
infantile laughter at his efforts.


  Several times then he tried to set the baby
down on the grass but on each occasion the pleasant gurgling sound
was curtailed and Zachery gave vent instead to insistent howls of
protest. Eventually, Steele and the team horses became resigned to
the ill-tempered noise and while the animals remained patiently
docile in the traces, the man began to make preparations to bury
Rosebud Petrie. But then as he started to move between the wagon
and the timber and the spot where the black woman had breathed her
last, he realized the baby could be kept blessedly quiet by
something other than holding him. Zachery was apparently fascinated
by the mere sight of the Virginian.


  Once Steele discovered this, a
degree of peace was again brought to the now brightly sunlit
afternoon. For by arranging his heavy sheepskin coat against the
base of a pine trunk he was able to lodge the baby in a half
sitting attitude. And from this position the sparkling eyes in the
shiny black face could follow his every move as he dug a
shallow grave in
the relatively soft ground at the side of the stand of
timber.


  Then he placed the naked and mutilated body
of Rosebud in the hole. Next infilled the displaced dirt on the
unshrouded corpse. Finally pushed a fallen tree bough into the
newly-dug earth at the head of the grave to serve as a marker.


  The baby gurgled a lot during the burial of
his mother. And these sounds of glee from an innocent child unaware
of what was taking place served to keep Steele from dwelling for
more than a few moments at a time on the trouble he was taking on
account of a total stranger: and the difficulties beyond mere
manual labor that lay ahead of him because of the happy baby who
brought a smile to his own lips every now and then.


  After he was through with the chore, Steele
walked away from the grave without speaking any form of words for
the soul of the fine-looking young woman who was buried there. He
stowed the shovel back aboard the wagon and then retrieved his
jacket-become-a-pillow and put it on before he went to get Zachery
Petrie. But pulled up short and frowned.


  This was no ordinary passenger that fate had
forced upon him. Already Steele had realized there would be a
feeding problem in due course. But right now there was another
difficulty—a baby of just a few months old could not merely be set
down on the wagon seat, nor even be placed carelessly among the
freight in the rear of the rig. For his own benefit, Zachery had to
be made as comfortable as possible for the rough ride ahead. And if
riding in some degree of luxury kept the baby happily quiet, then
it would be to the Virginian’s advantage, too.


  And so the departure of the hay
wagon was further delayed, while Steele fashioned a crib directly
in the back of the seat. This was comprised of a hope chest with
the lid folded completely open, half filled with feed hay on which
his sheepskin coat was spread like a mattress. A bed blanket served
as a sunshade, two of its corners tied to each end of the seat
backrest and the other two similarly fixed to the legs of an
upended pine table.


  Set down in the crib, Zachery gurgled his
approval. And Steel told him in relieved tones:


  ‘It was real lucky I’d started
to set up home before the baby came along, little man.’


  Then he had to climb down over the high side
of the hay wagon and haul himself up onto the seat by way of the
spokes of a front wheel. Zachery let out a few howls of malcontent
while the Virginian was out of his sight: began to blow bubbles
when he could see the man again, albeit partially obscured by the
sunshade and the backrest of the seat.


  For just a few seconds after he had unwound
the reins from around the brake lever, Steele considered steering
the two gray geldings into a tight turn to go back the way he had
come here. He knew that within two hours of easy travel he would
reach a trail. Southward along the trail there was just mile after
mile of uninhabited desert. But to the north lay a vast expanse of
mountains, their lower slopes cloaked lushly with the timber and
brush, wild flowers and grasses that signaled the richness of the
soil that was adequately watered. The existence of the trail showed
that more than just an occasional traveler had come in off the
desert and headed into the verdant high ground. And some would
surely have called a halt and put down roots not too far up the
trail.


  Which notion had caused Adam
Steele to turn off the trail and head across a tract of country
that was a whole lot less likely to have been settled. But now the
circumstances were different. He had been wrong to think there
would be no other human presence in this neck of the woods.
And his forfeit for
making the mistake was the responsibility for the welfare of an
orphan baby.


  Well, the hell with changing his plans more
than necessary because of his unwanted passenger! He was again
briefly the victim of the kind of ill-humor that had brought an
occasional scowl to his face while he dug the grave. Then he
released the brake and with reins and a soft-spoken command asked
the team for an easy walk: straight ahead.


  Rosebud Petrie and her tiny son had come
from somewhere. So had the three sadists who cut the fatal wound in
her. They could have reached here from any point of the compass.
Steele knew nothing of this part of California. He could have
veered off a trail to nowhere and now be headed toward another that
ran through heavily-settled country to link thriving communities.
Or what if the nearest isolated farmstead or small town was back on
the trail he was driving away from? There was no guarantee Zachery
Petrie would be taken in and taken care of. A baby brought in out
of nowhere by a passing-through stranger who had buried the
infant’s young mother somewhere in the wilderness. Worse still, a
baby that was black.


  Steele, feeling that the scowl was still
firmly set on his face, glanced back and had to crane his head to
the side to see under the shade blanket and into the hope chest.
And for a few moments the scowl became a grin when he saw the baby
was more contented than ever. But then it became obvious it was not
merely the comfort of the improvised crib and the motion of the
rolling wagon that little Zachery was enjoying so much.


  ‘Sonofabitch,’ the man rasped at
the baby. The baby ceased to blow bubbles and a strained expression
showed on his tiny features. Steele said: ‘Hey, no offense, little
man.’ Then sound confirmed what he had already suspected from the
smell rising out of the crib. And he halted the rig before returning his
only faintly disapproving gaze to Zachery as the infant vented an
ill-tempered wail. Told him; ‘Sure, sure. I recall what somebody
said to me about your kind once. A baby’s not much more than a loud
noise at one end with no sense of responsibility at the
other.’
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