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The Four-Way Split


 


From Redrock, Arizona, to the Yuma state penitentiary is a hot, dusty trip by Concord stage. And for an innocent man accused of a bank robbery and murder the strain is unbearable.


Drawing ever closer to life in a prison cell, John Flint D’Arragon breaks away from Marshal Mick Imlach and with pretty hostage Fran Parker, sets out to clear his name. Suddenly involved in a desperate race across the desert, he finds himself pursued by lawmen, Fran’s irate father, and the mysterious, violent Pike Rickman.


D’Arragon is drawn relentlessly back to the waters of the San Pedro where, in a blazing six-gun climax, he must face outlaw Rickman and gain his freedom.
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Part One


 


Prologue


 


‘The way I see it,’ the stranger said, ‘your bank’s ripe and ready for the picking.’


‘And you know about that from experience?’ the saloonist said. He was wiping a glass with a rag grey with dirt. His eyes were blank; every so often he pushed out his lower lip and chewed at the ragged ends of his bushy black moustache.


‘Some.’


‘Which side?’


‘Which side what?’


‘This experience of banks. Did you come by it from bein’ inside or outside the law?’


‘Ah,’ the stranger said. ‘Now you’re stepping outside the bounds of good taste. All I’m doing is trying to help the people of Redrock keep hold of their money.’


‘So shouldn’t you be advising the marshal? Or the man runs the bank?’


‘They here? If so, I’ll be happy to oblige.’


‘Nope. But the jail office is down the street.’


‘Maybe tomorrow.’


‘My guess is tomorrow you won’t be here.’


‘I’m heading for the San Pedro – maybe I’ll stay in Redrock tonight, maybe not. . . .’


The stranger shrugged. He was alone at the bar, sipping tepid beer, soaking up the warmth of the setting sun that was low enough to send its rays slanting in through the saloon’s windows. His remarks were well intentioned. He’d ridden into town – passing through on his way east towards the San Pedro River and then on to Texas – and observed the position of the bank, the naked, defenceless windows to the rear overlooking a maze of alleys leading to the town’s outskirts, the distance from the bank’s front doors to the marshal’s office which was situated around a bend in the street and out of sight.


He’d been making idle conversation on a warm evening with the smell of sawdust and coal oil and cheap alcohol in his nostrils, whiling away an hour or so in the almost empty saloon before riding off into the dusk. The subject he’d raised was of major importance to Redrock’s citizens, of only passing interest to the stranger if his observations fell on deaf ears. He forgot about it, turned to drink his beer facing the bright windows with his elbows hooked on the bar, his last thought being idle speculation that maybe he’d opened his mouth and in doing so made a big mistake.


If he could have read the saloonist’s thoughts, he would have been more concerned. As he rattled glasses and generally kept himself occupied until his establishment began to fill up, the big man – who was also a member of the town council – was trying to figure out who the stranger was, and what the hell he was playing at.


Could be he was testing the water: an official of some kind about to jump on Amos Grant, the owner of the bank: a federal man in town to check on the marshal? Or maybe he was an outlaw, so amazed at what he saw as the Redrock bank’s vulnerability he couldn’t keep it to himself.


Well, the saloonist thought, tomorrow was another day. He’d talk to Marshal Imlach, drop the stranger’s interesting notions in the lawman’s lap and step back out of the way. It would come to something or nothing but, either way, long experience had taught the saloonist always to look after number one by covering his back.


But the stranger was oblivious. He listened absently to the clink of glasses, nodded occasionally as the swing doors flapped and thirsty men in dusty working clothes came through to step up to the bar, thought again about booking in for the night at the hotel or pushing on – and finally settled on the latter.


He turned, placed his empty glass, sent a coin ringing on the bar. Then he was out in the street where a cool evening breeze was being sucked in by the rising heat, in the saddle and swinging away from the rail – and all the while he was conscious of eyes watching his departure, and of the nagging conviction that he’d opened his mouth once too often.









Chapter One


 


Marshal Mick Imlach was convinced of one thing: if John Flint D’Arragon could escape, he would.


For every yard of every hot, dusty mile the Hatch & Hodges Concord rattled and lurched across Arizona Territory, D’Arragon would be scheming, his keen eyes probing the other passengers for opportunity, his escort for the one chink in his armour that would offer him hope. At every likely ambush site those same desperate eyes would turn to the Concord’s narrow windows with their flapping leather curtains and search the arid hills for the flash of sunlight on a gun barrel, his ears attuned for the crack of a gunshot that would signal a daring attempt at rescue, his muscles tensed to deliver the violent blow opening the way to a reckless leap to freedom.


Oh yes, if the slimmest of opportunities presented itself then this tall, lean man with the haggard face and hungry eyes would snatch at it, and make his break. And, as they had done through the past twenty hours and several station stops for fresh teams, those warning thoughts hammered at Marshal Mick Imlach’s brain. They helped keep him awake, and alert, just as the awareness of the steel manacle clamped to his wrist and the chain links that tethered him to the prisoner afforded some reassurance. Every movement, by either man, was transmitted through those steel links and drew a furtive sidelong glance. In his swift, burning glances, D’Arragon managed to convey amusement, and contempt, and that contempt came from the knowledge that the marshal could also see in his sunken eyes the tremendous reserves of energy and willpower that would always refuse to admit defeat. In his turn, Imlach strove to leave his eyes empty of feeling, to convey indifference that suggested supreme confidence, to suggest energy-sapping boredom at being forced to carry out the routine task of escorting a convicted murderer to life imprisonment in Yuma.


John Flint D’Arragon would escape, Imlach thought with unnerving conviction: one way or another, the man a local blacksmith had manacled to his wrist would make the attempt; he would do so before the Concord rattled into Yuma; and he would do so because he was facing a lifetime behind bars in the state penitentiary for a crime he insisted had been committed by another man.


And what worried Marshal Mick Imlach more than anything was that, with Yuma now agonizingly close, he didn’t know how long he’d be able to stay awake.









Chapter Two


 


There was patience within him. That patience bred and nurtured an unnatural and unnerving watchfulness, and with that watchfulness, inevitably, there came hope.


Belief in the inevitability of hope – if a man was blessed with the patience to wait long enough – was a trait that had seen the relentless, indefatigable John Flint D’Arragon emerge unscathed from countless clashes with violent men on the West’s lawless frontiers; clashes in which he had frequently been branded as guilty because hair-raising escapes ahead of enraged citizens, after a killing done in self-defence, left nobody in those desert towns to argue in his favour.


And so it was ironic but not unexpected when an encounter and the ensuing murder that had put him on the long trail to life in the Yuma state pen had been between other men, in another place, at a time when Flint D’Arragon was sleeping rough in scrub on the banks of the San Pedro River.


Sleeping rough, and alone. No witnesses. But there had been several witnesses who had placed him forty miles west of his lonely bed beneath the stars, at the scene of a bank robbery and murder; several who had insisted they had been in the bank to see him pull the trigger of the Greener that had almost ripped Amos Grant’s head from his shoulders. And it had been those witnesses who had pointed Marshal Mick Imlach in the right direction, told him the best time to catch D’Arragon with his pants and his guard down, then prowled like circling coyotes – but at a safe distance – when the lawman moved in for the kill.


For willing, law-abiding witnesses, D’Arragon mused, read outlaws, enemies – and liars and, as he wondered yet again whose path he had crossed one time too many, which gunfighter’s pride he had wounded, whose reputation he had sullied – and let the bitterness and frustration show in his narrowed eyes and in the clenched muscles of his jaw – he sensed someone watching him and lifted his head quickly to look across the coach and meet the clear blue eyes of the young woman.


The Concord clattered and lurched. Up above, the driver snarled a curse at his sweating, six-horse team. Pink suffused the slim young woman’s cheeks as she allowed the coach’s fierce swaying to rock her sideways so that her dark hair swept across her face and broke their locked gaze. But the motion also threw her awkwardly against the businessman sitting next to her. Instinctively, as most men would, he grinned with pleasure – then suddenly shot an apprehensive glance at D’Arragon when the woman winced and twisted away as her hip pressed hard against his.


Six-gun, D’Arragon decided, carried high on the right hip under the man’s black frock coat, and it had hurt her – and suddenly hope flared. If he was right, it was the only weapon in the Concord’s cramped and dusty interior: before allowing anybody to board the coach, Imlach had ensured that the four men and one woman were unarmed. He had also made a great show of unbuckling his own gunbelt and handing it to the driver; for a lawman on escort duty, allowing the butt of a six-gun to jut invitingly between him and his prisoner would have been a bad mistake.


Yet, as careful as he had been, one man’s deviousness threatened to wreck all his good work. D’Arragon had heard the burly, black-clad cattleman object to being disarmed, and now realized the man had somehow kept the pistol away from the marshal’s searching hands. Maybe he was expecting trouble; Geronimo and his Chiricahua braves were restless and, against those odds, one man riding shotgun was the stage company’s token show of strength and did little to reassure passengers. But whatever the man’s fears or reasons for stubbornly clinging to his weapon, now, almost certainly without Imlach’s knowledge, D’Arragon had been thrown a lifeline.


Though it was late afternoon the heat was a solid weight beating down on the swaying coach, turning the interior into a Dutch oven where grey dust drifted like gritty mist. D’Arragon was tight up against the window. Imlach was at his left shoulder, a fat drummer and an unshaven cowboy stinking of whiskey on the marshal’s left. The centre bench was empty. Across it, opposite D’Arragon, another drummer, small, light of build and wearing a cotton suit, was lazily looking out over the barren, sun-baked terrain as the leather curtains flapped in the hot breeze. Next to him was the big cattleman in the black frock coat, and the girl, dark and strikingly beautiful in a gingham frock, was tight against that man’s right side – and the pistol.


Somehow that pistol, lethal currency more valuable than gold dust because it would buy him freedom, had to be brought within reach of D’Arragon’s eager hands. And – even as an idea came flashing into his mind – with a soft, nasal snort, Marshal Mick Imlach lost his fight to stay awake, closed his eyes and drifted into an uneasy doze.


D’Arragon’s mouth went dry. Before his eyes, the door to freedom was creaking open. His pulse was like the insistent beat of a distant drum in his ears, the urge to spring into immediate action almost irresistible.


Since boarding the Concord, D’Arragon had evolved no plan. Hazily, as the miles rattled by, he had thought about the need for a horse to put distance between him and the inevitable posse, a weapon to make a stand if he was cornered. But he had come on to the coach as a prisoner manacled to a hard-headed, cold-eyed lawman, the heavy chain was an unbreakable link between them, so thoughts had been idle daydreams, a way of passing time while he awaited the dawn of hope. But now. . . .


As Imlach again snorted softly and slipped sideways to lean against the fat drummer, D’Arragon casually reached out, pulled the leather curtain to one side. The sinking sun was almost due west and he said, quietly, as if to himself, ‘Oh, my God – Apaches.’


That one muttered word, Apache, was the match that lit the tinder-dry undergrowth, the dazzling flash of lightning that sent the lead steer crazy with fear and stampeded the herd. The man in black came out of his seat in a bull-like lunge. The girl uttered a grunt of pain as his swinging elbow drove hard into her shoulder. He half fell across the lightly built drummer, crushing the startled man back into his seat, one hand flapping wildly for the curtain. And, as he fell forward, his face thrust towards the window, his eyes wild and searching, his other hand was flipping back his coat tails and exposing the tooled leather holster and gleaming Colt .45.


D’Arragon hit him. He leaned across the centre bench and put the full weight of his muscular shoulder behind a hard left that cracked like a pistol shot against the big cattleman’s jaw and dumped him in the lean drummer’s lap. The dazed man sat down hard. The back of his head slammed into the little drummer’s nose with a grisly crunch. In a move too fast to follow, D’Arragon shot out a hand and plucked the exposed .45 from its holster. In the same, sweeping movement, he whipped his hand around in a wide loop that slammed the pistol barrel across the sleeping marshal’s skull.


Suddenly, the narrow confines of the rocking cabin seemed to be awash with blood. It gushed from the drummer’s nose, turned his soft white hands into crimson gloves, spattered his suit and the leather seat. Imlach’s scalp had split, and the sheen of blood was bright in his greying hair and on his face, rapidly soaking his shirt collar.


But in the seconds that had elapsed, and continued to pass with frightening speed, D’Arragon had no time to register emotion. The little drummer was cursing and breathing wetly as he struggled to heave off the heavy cattleman. The young woman raised a hand as if to ward off the horror, straining away from the droplets of sprayed blood. The cruel pistol-whipping had driven Imlach from restless doze to deep unconsciousness, and his full weight slumped on the other, sweating drummer whose eyes now bulged with terror. The unshaven cowboy sat in the corner and watched with hooded eyes and mild amusement.


In the chaos, D’Arragon jerked his arm away from Imlach so that the heavy chain imprisoning both their wrists was flat on the seat. Then he thrust the muzzle of the .45 hard against one of the links, and squeezed the trigger.


The young woman bit back a scream.


From above, a voice yelled, ‘What the hell’s goin’ on in there?’ and there was a screech and a juddering as the driver, Tom Gaines, slammed his boot on the brake.


The coach stank of cordite. D’Arragon’s ears rang from the crash of the explosion. He shook his head, lifted his freed hand and sprang from his seat. With the severed chain clinking as it swung loose, he grabbed the big cattleman by the coat front, heaved him off the drummer and dumped him on the floor by the drunken cowboy.


The coach jerked, began to grind to a halt. D’Arragon was thrown forward across the centre bench. He saved himself from falling by thrusting out the hand holding the pistol, felt it slide along the opposite seat in a slick of blood. The little drummer reached for him with fumbling, bloody hands. D’Arragon jerked up the pistol, the look in his blazing eyes stopping the drummer cold. Then, still down on his knee, he shot out his left hand and grabbed the girl’s wrist.


‘You’re coming with me.’


‘Oh, no, damn you—!’


The drunken cowboy said laconically, ‘I don’t think so, pal.’


A pistol had appeared in his hand. His unshaven face was still amused, his eyes lazily hooded, but the pistol was rock steady, the hammer back at full cock.


Thoughts flashed through D’Arragon’s mind like birds fluttering in panic. Freedom was the click of a door away, a short leap down into the hot Arizona dust. Imlach was still out, his breathing stertorous; the fat drummer was paralysed by fear; the lean drummer was blood-soaked, and either stunned, cowed or prudent.


There was only one man in his way.


With a hard jerk that drew an angry, choked-off protest from the girl, D’Arragon pulled her off the seat, stepped across the centre bench and spun her so that she was a human shield. Her arm was twisted painfully up her back. Her pale, shocked face was turned towards the cowboy with the pistol, and the muzzle of the .45 D’Arragon had taken from the cattleman was held high to probe with deadly intent in the glossy dark hair behind her ear.


‘Drop that pistol,’ he said softly, ‘or the girl’s the first to die.’


And the coach ground to a halt.


In the sudden, eerie stillness, D’Arragon braced himself. He pulled the girl with him as he took a step to his rear and drove his booted foot in a powerful backward kick at the door. It burst open with a splintering crack, and swung wide to slam against the Concord’s basswood side panels.


‘You up there,’ he yelled. ‘Throw down the shotgun, any other weapons you’re carrying. Then you, driver, climb down and cut loose two horses.’


For a few moments there was a deathly silence, broken only by the jingle of metal, the blowing of the horses, the creaking of the coach.


Then, unfazed, belligerent, the driver called, ‘I guess that shot means Imlach’s dead?’


‘Nobody’s dead, nobody’ll come to any harm if you do as I say.’


‘Oh, and what about that poor man?’ The girl twisted her head, looked at him with naked contempt.


‘Regrettable, inexcusable, but I had no choice.’


‘You’re a coward.’


‘If that’s another word for desperate, so be it.’


‘Where are you taking me?’


‘Far enough to put a lot of miles between me and—’


‘You don’t stand a chance, my father—’


‘That’s enough.’


The drunken cowboy laughed softly. There was a click as he lowered the hammer, a thud as the pistol hit the floor.


‘He’s holding all the cards, darling; I’d guess your pa’s no closer than Yuma – and that ain’t close enough.’


‘All any of you need to know,’ D’Arragon said, ‘is that right now nobody can help you.’ Then, louder, ‘There’s too much quiet out there, not enough movement. I’m giving you the count of ten, driver.’


‘He’s bluffing,’ the girl called, then broke off with a strained gasp as D’Arragon applied pressure to her arm.


‘The count’s reached three,’ D’Arragon shouted.


‘Ma’am,’ the driver said, ‘I’d hate to risk—’


‘Six . . . Seven—’


‘All right, hold your horses, I’m comin’ down.’


‘First, the weapons.’


The coach rocked. Then there was the flash of slanting sunlight on metal, a heavy clunk, and D’Arragon glanced backwards to see the guard-messenger’s shotgun lying in the dust. As he watched, Imlach’s rolled-up gunbelt came fluttering and flapping to join it. The coach rocked again, creaking, and with a grunt the elderly driver jumped down and stood spread-legged as he glared at D’Arragon.


‘The horses,’ D’Arragon said. ‘Cut two loose, fashion hackamores and bosals from the reins.’


‘What d’you take me for, a—’


‘Do it!’


Tom Gaines glared some more, spat, then tugged his grease-stained hat tight down on his head. He took a bone-handled knife from his pocket, opened the blade, and walked towards the front of the coach. That carried him out of D’Arragon’s sight. The guard was still up on the box, as quiet as an Indian’s ghost, the only weapons thrown down a shotgun and the marshal’s .45.


D’Arragon was acutely aware that, in the coach’s doorway, his broad back was exposed, the girl but a fragile shield between him and the dangerous cowboy with the loaded pistol at his feet. The muscles in his back crawled. He pulled her towards him, felt the stiff resistance in her slim body; wrestled her tight up against his chest, let go of her wrist, crooked his arm around her throat then took the pistol away from her head as he turned in the doorway. As he did so, out of the corner of his eye he caught the sudden, blurred shift of light as the cowboy’s hand flashed towards the fallen pistol; felt the coach sway violently as the guard-messenger at last made his move.
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