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The money, the looks, the brains . . . rich banker Abdon Timpson has it all – and he knows it. But his uppity arrogance doesn’t help Abdon when the sheriff cuffs him and locks him up for the night. There’s a gunman on the loose, and this outlaw is a dead ringer for Abdon. The shootings don’t stop when Abdon’s in jail, though, and it looks like Abdon’s folks have been hiding something from him. Abdon learns a thing or two about himself – and it isn’t pretty.
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PROLOGUE


 


The little girl screamed in agony. So piercing were her anguished cries that the back of her gorge was raw.


Her name was Zofia, or something like that. Calista did not know for certain, nor care. Young Zofia was going to make Calista a lot of money. That was all that mattered to her.


Zofia was far too young to be wed, but old enough to conceive. Though Calista could not quite place her age, she seemed very young indeed. They usually were, Calista remarked. The agonies of childbirth were only part of the torment. Calista’s charges never seemed to know what was going to happen during birthing. Indeed, they normally had no idea where babies came from, despite their condition.


Zofia was a charming, pretty, blue-eyed blonde when Calista first met her. Presently, though, Zofia’s eyes were screwed shut in pain. The girl’s flesh had lost its colour and had turned sickly and ashen. Calista soaked a cloth in the dirty bowl sat on the cabinet beside Zofia’s bed. The midwife wiped away the steaming perspiration from her patient’s brow. In a thin pretence of compassion, Calista ran her fingers through Zofia’s soaking golden locks. The sensation sickened the midwife, but she masked her disgust with a well-practised smile.


Zofia mumbled something in Polish. The girl barely spoke English. Calista did not understand the guttural ramblings. Zofia’s incoherent words were punctuated by desperate gasps.


Calista gave her ward’s brow another wipe. This Zofia was testing her patience. It had been a long, long night and Calista’s energies were fading. She made a brief examination of the baby’s progress.


‘It won’t be long, now, honey,’ Calista reassured with as much sincerity as she could fake. ‘Stay strong for Calista.’


The midwife looked over her patient. Zofia lay spread-eagled on the filthy bed Calista had furnished. The nurse rented the single-roomed cabin, discreetly distant from Cowbridge, for all of her deliveries. The shack was remote enough that the screams of Calista’s protégés would not be carried too far. Indeed, Zofia’s tormented shrieks had been particularly irksome to Calista tonight. The girl had also lost a great deal of blood. Though it was late October, the heat within the delivery room was dizzying.


‘Time for a break,’ Calista thought. While the cabin was poorly lit by the pale jaundice of cheap candles, the midwife could make out Zofia’s fraught eyes imploring her as Calista stepped outside.


Without, it was biting cold, but the frigid air was a pleasing relief to the midwife. Starless, the sky was an empty black oblivion. Calista could scarcely make out her hand in front of her face, so dense was the gloom. On another night, this site in the countryside might have been peaceably silent. Tonight, though, the tranquillity was ruined by Zofia’s violent screams and queasy rasping.


Calista tried not to listen as she lit her cigar. As she puffed away, she permitted her mind to wander for a little while. Within a few minutes, Calista’s thoughts were pleasantly elsewhere. She took her mind off the tiresome chore lying pathetically on the bed inside. The sharp winter air seemed to enhance the flavour of her smoke. She drew a slug of whiskey from her hip flask.


Zofia’s family were Polish settlers ashamed of their progeny’s sinfulness. Papists, they had convinced themselves that the baby should be adopted into a good home. Though she called herself a midwife, Calista was more of a businesswoman. Her clientele did not truly pay her for her medical skills; Calista’s customers paid her to make a problem go away. Unfaithful wives, unwed mothers, girls a little too young to be in the family way, and sometimes even despairing Romeos: Calista could help – for the right price. She could arrange for the childbirth to be in secret, and then she could make that unwanted brat disappear.


Slim, young and flame-haired, Calista was very beautiful – yet stony and aloof. Utterly single-minded, she could switch from iciness to enchanting persuasiveness in an instant when she sensed an opportunity. Calista had contacts in orphanages around the territory, but sometimes she placed the babies with childless couples. She already had a buyer lined up for the golden egg that Zofia was about to lay.


Reluctantly exhaling her last puff, Calista ground out her cigar and returned inside. Skilfully faking a benign smile, she took another look at Zofia’s birth canal.


‘We’re nearly there, honey. One last push.’


Calista urged her patient on with as much enthusiasm as she could feign. The nurse lay a comforting hand on Zofia’s. Calista was taken aback when the little girl grasped the midwife’s fingers with an iron grip that belied her youth. Zofia’s hand was slippery with perspiration, but her embrace was powerful. Calista was reminded of a steel mantrap when Zofia’s jaws pressed together in torture. For a second, the nurse wondered if Zofia would snap her own teeth.


When the sound of a child’s helpless bawling tore at the air, Calista felt relieved. It had been a trying night, but the midwife’s watch was drawing to its conclusion. Calista attended to the umbilical cord, washed the wailing little creature, and lay it in a cradle she had brought with her. Calista hated to sully herself with the filth from Zofia’s guts, but it was all part of the charade.


The midwife noted that Zofia had watched her ministrations with exhausted, yet longing, eyes. Her charge had also become silent. Calista resented that insolent stare. Zofia’s response was brief, though, for she began to writhe and moan once more. It was as if the girl was entering labour again.


The nurse did not bother to hide her indignation when she brusquely spread Zofia’s legs for another look. When Calista saw another baby crowning, she sighed in exasperation. The midwife’s impatience was brief, though.


‘Twins,’ Calista thought to herself. ‘This means big bucks.’









CHAPTER 1


 


He was going to need to kill her quickly.


Late as it was, the old woman was still awake. It was near impossible to make out her wooden cabin in the winter gloom, but lamplight shone through the building’s windows. The intruder lay flat on the grass, watching. He had tied his mount to a nearby tree. The horse’s occasional snorts were the only sounds through the nocturnal hush. He shivered as the fields, coarsened by frost, drew the heat from his body. The burglar’s fingers pulsed in the cold, but he willed them to stop. Tonight, he would have to make his bullets count.


Lizzie Adams lived all alone out on her homestead. The intruder had asked a couple of locals about her. He could be persuasive and outwardly friendly when he wanted. However, the interloper had been forced to be selective. His false charm was not the problem. The burglar had a disfigurement on his cheek, a birthmark as thick as a bloody scar. It was in the shape of a scythe. This was why he preferred to thieve and murder by night. His deformity made him all too memorable to witnesses.


The burglar rose to his feet, but remained hunched down, his knees bent. He drew the revolver from his holster. In the frigid air, the gunmetal was so icy that it felt almost painful in his palm. He tried to creep silently as he approached the little house, but his feet crunched on the solidified grass. So hushed was the night air that he could hear his own nervous breathing. The footpad was skilled in picking locks, writhing through windows, and stealth. Tonight would be no ordinary housebreak, though. He wanted Lizzie’s papers, and he wanted her dead.


Just as he took another pace, he froze still. The intruder heard his ride bucking, loudly neighing its revulsion. Perhaps some scurrying fox or rabbit had startled the horse. It was even possible that the mount had innately sensed the imminent attack, rising up on its hind legs in agitation. The horse’s restless whinnies, though, had alerted Lizzie within.


She slammed the door open. The locals in Bethesda had spoken of Lizzie as a reclusive eccentric. They had all described her very fondly: a kind, hard-working old lady. The intruder saw none of that. He only saw a silhouette carrying what was unmistakeably a rifle.


He stiffened, hoping to remain unseen against the blackness. It was futile. A sickly yellow beam shone from the front door, exposing the intruder. In the candle light, Lizzie could see him, but he could not see her.


‘You? What the heck do you want?’


Lizzie seemed confused by who she thought she had seen. This slightest hesitation was the only advantage the intruder needed.


He opened fire. Dazzled by the lamplight, the burglar shot blindly. A few random bullets were sufficient, though. Lizzie’s silhouette toppled. The prowler skulked over to the corpse. He prodded Lizzie’s body with his foot as he reloaded. She only rocked slightly as he nudged her remains with his boot. The lack of response showed that she was dead, but the burglar had plenty more work to do.


As the prowler stepped over Lizzie’s sizzling corpse, his horse reared once more. This time, the ride seemed to be desperately fighting to break the reins tying it down. Entering Lizzie’s house, the intruder ignored his mount’s desperate snorts.


Within, he smiled grimly as he absorbed the welcoming heat. Lizzie’s cabin was hospitable and cosy. Even though she had been an old woman, her house was ordered and clean. The downstairs was a single room, which acted as the lounge, kitchen and dining room. A fire cracked pleasantly in the stone hearth. The burglar smelled beef stew on a stove. He took a ladle of it to his cracked lips, and then guzzled a mouthful. An itinerant, the interloper had been on the run almost all of his life. Food and warmth were always distractions. He would have been content to squat for a couple of nights, but there was something he was looking for.


The thief did not know exactly what, reasoning that he would know when he found it. He started with the bureau in the corner. He withdrew the shelf, and then ruffled through the papers within. The burglar discarded them contemptuously. They were not what he wanted. He pushed over furniture and tossed Lizzie’s articles on the floor.


He then tried the bedroom upstairs. There were a number of boxes under the bed. The intruder emptied them. They contained keepsakes that were nothing but trash to him. He scattered the contents all over the ground. His ransacking in full passion, he emptied the wardrobes, and threw crockery from the shelves. With childish fever, he was beginning to enjoy his rifling.


Indeed, he grew so absorbed in his sacking that he almost did not hear the voices downstairs. The burglar cursed himself. He should have been faster. His gunshots had drawn somebody to the cabin. He had earlier cased Lizzie’s house. There was a back door. The intruder hoped to sprint back downstairs and exit before the visitors could confront him.


He pounded down the steps, where he fired a shot back through Lizzie’s downstairs room. There were now three men standing over Lizzie’s smoking remains. They looked like farmers, possibly a man and his two sons. The burglar did not care whether he killed or not. He simply wanted to distract them enough to flee. Indeed, they all recoiled fearfully when the intruder’s revolver flashed. As they flinched, the burglar retreated hurriedly into the night.


In his haste, the intruder had not concealed the unmistakeable blemish on his cheek. Lizzie’s neighbours had seen it clearly before they had jumped back from the housebreaker’s bullet. There was only one man in town with such a unique blotch.


The neighbours screamed after the fleeing killer.


‘What the heck are you doing here? You are not getting away with this, Abdon Timpson!’









CHAPTER 2


 


Abdon had a hundred things to do on Monday morning. Only twenty-one, Abdon was being fast-tracked to the presidency of the Bank of Bethesda. True, Abdon’s father was the owner of the bank, but Abdon had never doubted his own gifts.


As junior manager, Abdon was entitled to his own office. Heck, he had insisted on it. Busy as Abdon was, there was time enough for one more peek at the photograph. Abdon withdrew the top drawer of his mahogany desk. The Bank of Bethesda had made a generous donation to the local church and a newspaper had photographed Abdon handing over the cheque. As ever, Abdon was pleased by the sight of the handsome thing in the daguerreotype. He fawned vainly over his own image.


Fabian Timpson, Abdon’s father, did not approve of that touch of arrogance. In a futile attempt to teach his son something about humility, Fabian had once told Abdon the legend of Narcissus. Abdon’s response had been typically brash.


‘A man in love with his own reflection, Dad?’ Abdon had grinned. ‘What can I say? I plead guilty!’


Lingering over the photograph, Abdon approved of the man he saw. His hair was as black as obsidian. Abdon slicked it with so much oil that, when the grease inevitably dripped, there often appeared to be beads of perspiration on his brow. The banker’s moustache was immaculately tweaked by weekly visits to the barber. Abdon would never admit it, but he found his hazel eyes to be rather bulbous and ranine.


Naturally, his most attractive feature was his birthmark. Even in adulthood, it was a bright bloody red. Shaped uncannily like a scythe, there was something unearthly about that blemish.


A humbler man might have felt a little embarrassed by such a striking stain. Not Abdon. When he walked into the saloon, he conceitedly knew that everybody was looking at him. The turned heads as he strutted through Bethesda’s bustle gave him a sense of haughty self-satisfaction. Abdon regarded the discolouration as an enhancement, and not a disfigurement. The scarlet crescent moon was also a boon for chatting to the ladies. They listened raptly when Abdon told them that the mark was in fact a tattoo from when he lived amongst the Indians. At other times, it was a scar from a voodoo ritual, or the brand from an encounter with cattle rustlers.


‘Quit ogling yourself like a little girl!’ Old Man Fifield snapped.


Abdon, rapt as he stared at the newspaper article, had not noticed the senior bank manager entering the office. Fifield made a show of noisily dropping the tellers’ ledgers on Abdon’s desk.


‘Get to work, you darn dandy.’


‘Yes sir, Mr Fifield.’


Abdon hurriedly returned the newspaper to the drawer. While Abdon’s father owned the bank, Fabian – perhaps in response to Abdon’s unhealthy self-regard – had taken measures to ensure that Abdon’s banking journey was not an easy one. Fifield, Fabian had made clear, was the boss.


‘Mr Fifield has the power to fire you, whether you are my son or not. Do you understand, boy?’ Fabian had barked.


Indeed, Fifield had come close to doing just that on a number of occasions. The senior manager, an army veteran, was probably about fifty, but looked like a hundred-year-old. Fifield patrolled the bank, ramrod straight, as a sergeant would rule over the parade square. As overconfident as Abdon was, Fifield’s sonorous voice always made him shut up and listen.


Pencil in hand, Abdon began to work his way through the ledgers. Despite his hubris, Abdon did indeed possess a flair and aptitude for banking. Summarizing the ledgers absorbed him, and Abdon soon lost track of time. Fifield had noted his understudy’s promise and skill, but was mindful of fattening Abdon’s plump ego still further. Abdon, when he was not distracted by dreams of his next bowler hat purchase, could also be very industrious. He took pride in the late nights he put in at the bank. While he always batted away his father’s praise with mock disdain, Abdon was in fact touched by Fabian’s commendation.


By noon, the ledger report had been finished. At his father’s insistence, Abdon’s career had started with a lowly cashier’s position. He had loathed the silly stripy waistcoat and the petty gripes of unhappy customers, but Abdon had put his brains to work. He had now learned the inner workings of the bank expertly, and was thirsty to learn still more. Abdon’s next chess move would be to do nothing to discourage Fifield’s retirement. When the Old Man stepped aside, Abdon would step forward.


‘A job well done,’ Abdon smirked aloud. ‘Even if I do say so myself.’


Grinning smugly, Abdon permitted his mind to wander. He gazed through the bank’s window at Bethesda’s Monday activity. Small as the town was, it was attracting settlers from all over America. Abdon watched as two cowboys impatiently directed their heads of cattle. The banker secretly found the beasts frightening. They boasted monstrously thick horns. While cows meant cash for Bethesda, Abdon always kept safely away from the steers. The cows answered the coaxing of their human guides with defiant moos. Underfoot, the muddy ground was still hard with frost. It twinkled under the winter sun’s sickly glimmer.


Something caught Abdon’s eye. Across the street, he spied Caleb Gough. Caleb and his sons, shivering in the cold, were in conference with the sheriff.


Abdon knew Caleb well. A couple of years ago, Caleb had approached him for a small loan. Abdon well-remembered that day. He could tell that Caleb was not at ease stepping into his office. Caleb was a man of granite. The farmer was more comfortable ploughing his fields, or slaughtering his swine with callused fingers, than fidgeting in the alien environment of a bank manager’s study. Caleb had not even worn a suit for the appointment. He had, naively, attended wearing muddy boots and filthy dungarees. Caleb had glanced around Abdon’s office with nervous, darting eyes.


Of course, Caleb had not resisted a few furtive glances at Abdon’s birthmark.


Abdon, though, had an easy charm. He was accomplished at putting prospects at ease. With a courteous handshake and some friendly small-talk, Abdon had persuaded Caleb to drop his guard.


‘See, Mr Timpson, I got a big wheat order coming in. Said yes to it before I done thought it through. Going to need a whole new set of tools and such like.’ Caleb had inhaled sharply, as if he were steeling himself. ‘Need a loan for fifty dollars.’


Abdon knew from Caleb’s bank account that the homesteader only eked out a living. On paper, Caleb was not a promising investment. Yet, Abdon had refined an instinct for discerning the good debtors from the bad. Innately, Abdon had sensed that Caleb was a grafter. He had approved the loan.


Six months later, Caleb had returned and repaid the debt early. Abdon had earned the farmer’s trust – and a healthy little profit on the gamble.


The Goughs seemed frantic and animated this morning. They gestured across the street at Abdon’s window. He waved back. Abdon was accustomed to being pointed and stared at, and thrived on the attention.


The sheriff crossed the strip and entered the bank premises. Intrigued, Abdon left his office to receive the marshal.


‘Sheriff, how can I help?’ Abdon piped, reaching out to take the lawman’s hand. The marshal did not reciprocate.


‘Abdon Timpson,’ the sheriff commanded. ‘You’re under arrest for murder.’
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