

[image: image]






Trouble at Mesquite Flats


 


Soon after his arrival in Mesquite Flats, ex-New York businessman Bodene Rich is committed to Yuma Penitentiary for a vicious assault. Six months later Rich is released, in light of new evidence, and pardoned by Warden Bradley Shaw.


On the day of Rich’s release, Shaw hands in his resignation and when he is shot dead on the trail by an unknown gunman, Rich is once again in trouble. Rich finds himself further blighted by circumstance and finds himself working towards a showdown involving a bloody gun battle in open country, where the outcome hangs in the balance until the final shot is fired. . . .
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Prologue


 


It was close to three in the afternoon. The sun was a searing disc in skies burned pure white, no longer directly overhead but still hot enough to blister a careless man’s exposed skin. Sweat was an irritating snake of moisture crawling down his back beneath the heavy shirt. It trickled from his black, matted hair, trickled into his ears from beneath the damp sweatband of the Stetson he had tipped back to shield his neck, and in the carefully measured intervals when he had tilted his head to drink tepid water from his leather-bound canteen the bitter taste of it was on his lips, its salt sting like liquid fire burning his eyes.


After watching and waiting for six hours that straddled the unbearable heat of high noon, the water he had carefully rationed was now a remembered luxury that caused his dry mouth to cramp painfully, his throat to lock. His own thirst he bore stoically, but several times he had walked the short distance to where his horse was tethered in the relative cool of an overhanging rock outcrop, and allowed it greedily to lap a few ounces of water from his cupped hand. The last time he returned wearily to the rimrock he had drained the canteen as he walked, then angrily cast the empty vessel aside to bounce and clatter down the rocky slope.


To watch without being observed, in a position from which a killing shot could be delivered without conscious effort, he was lying in dust almost too hot to touch, stretched out, belly down. Through the coarse grass sprouting in the gap in the jagged rimrock he looked down from the ridge across a tangled expanse of juniper, prickly pear, rock falls and twisted pine stumps to the road some fifty feet below. The road emerged from between low hills a mile to his right, and traced a sweeping curve below him that saw it swing towards the south into the shimmering heat haze beyond which lay the town of Mesquite Flats.


In the other direction the sluggish ribbon of the Gila River, the town of Yuma and the Arizona State Penitentiary, were hidden by the low hills.


The watcher’s pulse quickened unnervingly at the stark mental image of the prison, and the realization of what would certainly befall him if his carefully planned ambush ended in failure brought a lurching sickness to his belly. Suddenly fearful, through slitted eyes he scanned every square inch of terrain in the area where the road emerged from the cleft in the brown, sun-baked hills, looking for movement in the deathly stillness – as he had looked constantly for most of that day.


Still barren emptiness. Still no sign of life.


Without thought, driven by gnawing hatred stoked up by fear of consequences and fury at a man’s perceived intrusions into his personal life, his hand moved to the jacket crumpled in the dust at his side. Within its folds, the Winchester rifle lay protected. A necessary precaution. Left out in the stark sunlight for the time he had been lying in ambush, stock and barrel would have become too hot to touch. More importantly, an overheated barrel would have affected the bullet’s trajectory, made accurate shooting impossible.


In the encounter that was surely now fast approaching, a weapon in perfect condition was essential even if, since his early youth, a man had been recognized as an expert shot with a rifle.


Savagely, swept by anger, he twisted onto his side and stripped the jacket from the rifle. Then he took the gleaming weapon into his hands and hitched himself well back from the rimrock so that no flash of sunlight on bright metal would reveal his position to the man he was waiting to kill.


He had been meticulous in his planning, and he was meticulous now in the way he checked the rifle. Though covered by the serge cloth, it had been lying in the dust, so he painstakingly checked its oiled working parts for particles of grit that might cause the mechanism to jam. Then he checked that the tubular magazine was full – though he had personally pressed home each shell against the strong spring, and in any case knew deep down that he would need but one shot. Finally, almost lovingly, he worked the lever that inserted a shell into the breech.


The whole procedure took him less than two minutes. That final action, the metallic clack of the shell slamming home, was startlingly loud in the stillness. Yet even as the faint echoes died, deadened by the hot air, several fresh sounds reached him that caused him first to sit bolt upright, then to throw himself flat and wriggle like a snake to his position at the notch in the rimrock.


What he had heard was the distant muffled beating of a horse’s hoofs on the dusty road, the musical jingle of harness, the deep tones of a man contentedly singing.


Bradley Shaw, Arizona State Penitentiary’s respected warden, was on his way home.


 


It was Friday. Shaw spent his working week in overall charge of prisoners at the penitentiary, but weekends he worked with his wrangler on his small horse ranch in the Sheep Mountain foothills to the south of Mesquite Flats. The twenty mile trip from the penitentiary to the town and the further five that took him to his ranch were made in a shiny top-buggy pulled by one of his own chestnut mares. It was that top-buggy that was jingling down the slope. Bradley Shaw was making his melodic, oblivious way to a fatal meeting with a .44-.40 bullet.


Coarse grass whispered as the watcher poked the Winchester’s barrel through and tilted it to point down the rugged slope. He wriggled further forward, took several deep breaths; settled. With his left hand he took the weapon’s weight; for support he rested the back of his hand lightly on the hot, rough rock. His right hand grasped the pistol grip. His forefinger curled naturally around the trigger. Then, basking in the knowledge that the long hours of waiting were over, he snuggled his cheek against the warm, shiny wood and let his body become still as he peered through the sights.


He had selected his spot carefully. Shaw would pass below him, the top-buggy moving from right to left. Just off the road, several tall green saguaro cactus stood like ancient sentinels in the rough scrub. The watcher had lined the Winchester up on those saguaros, and used them to adjust his sights.


That had been half an hour ago. The top-buggy was now – the watcher lifted his head and squinted up the road, gauging the distance – less than a minute away, no more than fifty yards.


Then, without warning, Shaw’s mellow voice broke off as he hauled back on the reins and pulled the top-buggy sideways across the road in a skidding halt. A cloud of choking dust billowed, drifting high in the sunlight. Shaw rose to his feet. Stock still, legs braced and one hand holding the tight leather straps as the top-buggy rocked, his eyes were fixed on the heights.


He’s looking straight at me, thought the watcher. He saw a flash of light on the rimrock, is maybe thinking of Apaches but knows damn well it means trouble and is getting ready to flee . . . only he’s too damn late.


Bradley Shaw sprang into action. He dropped to a crouch and cracked his whip across the chestnut mare’s shoulders. The horse sprang forward. The traces jerked taut, the top buggy lurched into sudden motion, knocking Shaw off balance. Down on one knee, he hung on, his head twisted as he looked fearfully up at the rimrock.


The top-buggy drew level with the saguaros. The watcher squeezed the trigger.


There was a vicious crack as the .44-.40 bullet left the Winchester’s muzzle.


On the side of Bradley Shaw’s face, a black pock-mark appeared. The top-buggy was accelerating rapidly, the frightened mare straining forward with flattened ears and rolling eyes. As if in slow motion, the prison warden fell backwards. Then, as the racing buggy hit a deep rut and bounced onto one wheel, he was thrown sideways out of the flimsy carriage. He landed heavily in the dust, and lay still.









Chapter One


 


It was dusk when Bodene Rich rode into Mesquite Flats. He had seen the town’s oil lamps winking from afar, seen its buildings sprawling across the desert like flimsy wooden crates spilled chaotically from an overturned wagon. They were painted blood-red by the setting sun, and cast dark shadows that for some reason struck him as sinister.


Maybe, he was to think later, I should have taken those images as the warning signs they were and given the town a wide berth.


The main street he rode into was a broad swathe of rutted, hard-packed earth. On either side stood business premises the square false fronts of which bore signs slowly but surely being stripped bare of paint by the hot desert winds. Without being able to see them he knew that on the outskirts of the town there were other streets – First Street, Second Street, and so on – mostly lined on either side by timber homes. Beyond that there were stands of cottonwoods that marked the course of Flats Creek, the river that had made possible the establishment of a town in that desert location. Its source lay somewhere in Sheep Mountain; after a journey of many meandering miles its waters eventually flowed into the much larger Gila River.


Slack in the saddle, enjoying the pleasurable sensation of being astride a horse again, Rich rode with his thoughts firmly fixed on the steak he knew must be sizzling in Millie’s café. He was hungry, but his eyes were watchful, and so it was that within thirty seconds all thoughts of his late dinner had been driven clear out of his mind. Instead of anticipating a monster fried meal washed down with black coffee, he was suddenly aware of tension that was like a crackling electric storm hanging over the town. It was an atmosphere with which he was all too familiar. And why shouldn’t he be? A prison was fury locked in a cage, the keys held by men with shotguns. For six months he’d lived on his nerves. Tension and fear were emotions he had risen with at dawn each morning and rolled into bed with each night – but here, on a warm evening in Mesquite Flats, those feelings were out of place and unexpected.


The tension seemed to hit him like the prickly heat of an approaching dust storm, washing over him so that his skin tingled as he passed the people, both men and women, who everywhere were standing in small knots.


Watching and waiting, Rich figured, taking careful note of the women’s set faces and tight lips, the men’s suspicious eyes that followed him as he rode by. Most people would recognize him, Rich knew, but he would not be welcomed. He had ridden into Mesquite Flats as a lean, gun-toting stranger twelve months ago, been escorted out in manacles six months later to begin a five-year sentence in the Arizona State Penitentiary – and now, after just six months, he was back. His sudden reappearance would be a shock that would promote more gossip, lead to more whispering – but it was not why the townsfolk were there. Something else had brought families out onto the warped plank walks, into the shadowed, dusty spaces, had drawn work-weary men to the swing doors of Queenie Hart’s Fat Lady saloon with drinks in their hands and menace in their eyes.


This was Arizona, so the plank walks in front of the buildings were mostly shaded by straw or mesquite ramadas. It was under these that the people out on the street had gathered. Conscious of their unremitting scrutiny, Rich rode past Wilson’s general merchandise establishment, a grain and feed merchants that bore no name, John Thorpe’s bank building with iron bars on its windows and a flimsy door a man could push in with one hand, and the courthouse – this last bringing a thin smile to his lips, for memories of his experiences in that single large room were vivid, and bitter.


He’d been right about the café. Its lighted windows were steamed up, and the haze of blue smoke issuing from the cracks at the top of the door carried with it an enticing aroma of frying food that almost dragged him from the saddle. But for Bodene Rich, his horse’s needs always came first. He steeled himself against the café’s raw temptations, rode past the office bearing the name of the lawyer he would forever associate with his own courthouse experiences, then into a wider open space that fronted the livery barn. The earth there was chopped up by horses’ hoofs. Rusty horseshoes were scattered around and beneath the old horse trough. A rickety windmill cast a long, ragged shadow.


Something else was there, too, and that something was the centre of attention. It was a top-buggy. Black, well cared for, but now coated with trail dust.


Close to it, men were gathered who were not idly awaiting an event that was yet to happen. It was, Rich suspected, already done and settled in their minds, as inevitable as the next dawn but lacking any of that golden promise. Amongst them he saw the black-suited, bony figure of Ben Laing, the undertaker. His morbid presence added to the cloud of gloom that hung over the gathering. He was standing to one side of the small group, his long face mournful as he talked with obvious gravity to town marshal Dan McReady.


McReady was a grey-haired man in his fifties. He was listening without too much attention to the undertaker, frequently turning his head to stare up the street.


But where, Rich wondered, did the black top-buggy figure in all this?


McReady glared as he recognized the newcomer, then spat into the dust as Rich drew rein and swung down from the saddle.


‘What the hell are you doing out of jail?’


‘The short answer to that is justice has been done.’


‘Justice was done when you were slammed in the calaboose. You attacked Red Booth, a devout Christian, broke both his legs with a mattock hoe. Five years was one tenth of what I would have given, what you deser—’


‘I was framed. Everybody knows Booth and his brother homestead on Dieter Bauer’s land, close to Flats Creek. Bauer wants them out of there. His foreman drinks hard, fights hard, doesn’t waste his breath talking. If you’re looking for the truth, then the truth is Bauer sent Al Ferris down to the Booths’ place on the creek, knowing damn well how Ferris would handle the encounter.’


‘Twelve honest citizens laughed that claim out of the courthouse.’


‘They’d spent a whole day listening to a pack of lies.’


‘If they were lies, they were backed by facts. You were out of town when Booth was attacked. Liz Carter saw you riding close to his homestead at ’bout the right time. Booth was clubbed to the ground from behind; before he lost consciousness he heard his attacker laughing, mocking him, telling him the fight that started in town ended right there – and a day earlier, you and him got into it outside the Fat Lady.’


‘Anyone who saw or heard that argument could have attacked Booth and used it to point the finger at me,’ Rich said wearily. ‘That was brought out in my defence. The judge admitted it was a possibility.’


‘But still you were convicted. You were sentenced to five years, you’re out on the street after six months. I could arrest you right now for busting out of the pen,’ McReady said tightly. ‘I can see you resisting, going for that six-gun, and I’d be praying for that to happen so’s I could—’


‘He was released early, by order of the warden.’


The slim, dark-suited figure of Spencer Hall had walked up unnoticed. As McReady swung to face him, the lawyer shrugged apologetically. ‘Not my doing, Dan. New evidence came to light. Bradley Shaw had no option.’


‘How the hell d’you work that out?’


‘He called in this morning, decided that as the lawyer who got Rich convicted I should get the news before it became public knowledge.’


‘Shaw never did agree with the verdict. If this new evidence backed his opinion he won’t have looked at it too closely, so there’s still room for doubt.’


‘I can’t comment on that, but he gave me no details so you’ll need to talk to Shaw. But that, and Rich’s immediate release, suggests Booth’s attacker’s got a name now, and that name’s not Rich. If that’s true, you’ll be making an arrest.’


‘Trouble is,’ Ben Laing said, in his hollow baritone, ‘the man carrying that new evidence locked in his head has gone missing.’ The undertaker waved a gaunt hand at the top-buggy. ‘Shaw’s lathered mare brought that through like she had no intention of stopping before Sheep Mountain. George Plant acted real fast. He ran out, grabbed ahold of her and dragged her to a halt.’


Plant, Mesquite Flats’ bow-legged hostler, was standing with his backside up against the stone water trough. He said, ‘The mare knows me, so it was easy enough to do. Question is, what the hell set her running?’


‘She was spooked,’ McReady said flatly. ‘I’ll lay odds it was the sound of gunfire.’


The lawyer was keenly watching McReady. ‘You think Shaw’s dead?’


‘Yes I do, and I think he was shot by Bodene Rich. Look at the timing. Shaw’s buggy rolls into town, empty, and within the hour this fellow shows up bold as brass.’


‘Prisoners due for release are out of there early in the morning. Shaw always stays until business is finished for the day.’


‘So Rich left before him, picked his spot high up on some ridge and settled down for a long wait. Hell, he didn’t even need to keep watch, he’d have heard Shaw’s goddamn warbling a mile off—’


‘Wagon coming.’


Vern Brown, a deputy who’d been posted across the street, was walking over. As he did so, Rich heard the murmur of voices. People away to the left were surging out from the shelter of the ramadas. He listened to unseen wheels rumbling over the street’s hard ridges, the musical jingle of harness and, moments later, a buckboard hove into view with two men up front. One wore a badge. It gleamed in the fading light.


‘Body in the back under that canvas,’ Ben Laing said in a voice laden with doom.


The buckboard veered away as it came level with the men gathered by the water trough, heading for the marshal’s office and jail fifty yards away on the other side of the street. But McReady called out and waved. The deputy at the reins applied the brake, then swung team and buckboard towards the livery barn in a drifting cloud of dust.


‘Damn near threw Bradley into the street,’ George Plant marvelled.


‘If it’s him,’ Hall said.


‘Who the hell else could it be?’ McReady growled, and the lawyer glanced quickly at Bodene Rich as if for enlightenment.


Feeling strangely detached, Rich watched McReady walk to the the rear of the buckboard, lean over and lift the edge of the canvas. The marshal nodded, to nobody in particular, then let the canvas fall and returned to the group. He walked right up to Rich and stood with his big fists planted on his hips. His chin was thrust forward belligerently, and there was fury in his blue eyes.


‘I can’t arrest you for breaking jail, but give me one good reason why I shouldn’t arrest you for the cold-blooded murder of Bradley Shaw.’


‘Because I didn’t do it.’


‘You’re carrying a rifle.’ McReady jerked his head towards Rich’s horse. ‘If I look at it and it’s been fired—’


‘It has. I’d been in jail six months. The feel of a horse beneath me was pleasurable. I wanted to experience the hard kick of a rifle against my shoulder, and there was a convenient rattler, basking in the sun.’


‘At any other time that’d be a good story. But this is not any other time, this is now, and a good man’s lying dead in that wagon. Bodene Rich—’


‘Wait.’


Hall, the lawyer, had moved forward. He couldn’t get between the two men, but his sharp command forced McReady back a pace.


‘Think before you act, Dan,’ the lawyer said. ‘If Shaw had evidence that set Rich free, why would he kill the man?’


‘Right now I’m not looking for reasons, I’m looking for a cowardly bushwhacker.’


‘Yeah, but Rich has rode into town, Pa.’ The deputy at the reins was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees as he listened. ‘Would he be likely to do that if he’d gunned down Shaw?’


‘I repeat my advice,’ Hall said, glancing gratefully across at his son. ‘Wait, Dan. If Shaw released Bodene Rich, it’s likely that he told somebody under him why he was doing it. You can find that out by riding to Yuma tomorrow. Or, if you’re too busy, send Pete.’


‘What about him?’ McReady’s jaw muscles were bunched as he gestured at Rich. ‘Far as I’m concerned, he’s guilty of the attack on Booth and Shaw’s murder until something tells me different – but by the time Pete gets back from Yuma he could be crossing the border into Mexico.’


‘I’m going nowhere,’ Rich said.


‘Damn right, you’re not,’ McReady said, and as he reached a decision his grin was savage. ‘I’m holding you on suspicion, Rich. You can cool your heels in one of my cells until this mess is cleared up.’
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