
        
            
                
            
        




No Place to Hide


 


When Joe Spearman sees a face from the past, he gets a
shock. It’s the face of a killer. It is also someone who now has a good deal of
influence and power in the little town of Ox Crossing. Someone who won’t want
his past catching up with him. However, before Joe can do anything about his
discovery, the man he has recognized acts quickly and Joe is silenced.
Permanently. 


It is then up to his old army buddy, Nat Leach, to discover
the identity of the person behind Joe’s murder. But Nat is pursuing his own
personal mission: tracking down the men who slaughtered two members of his
family while he was away fighting a war. And he’s getting close to finding
them, even though they, too, have new identities. 


Nat soon learns that he has taken on two perilous quests,
and that he could end up like his old army buddy. 


Dead.
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Prologue


 


Stokewood
1859


 


The card game broke up just after 2 a.m. Martin Benson made
his way from the Stokewood Hotel and into the moonlit street of the town. He
was unsteady on his feet, but sober enough to know he’d lost four hundred and
fifty dollars to his fellow poker players, three regulars who joined him each
Friday night at the hotel and to whom he now owed – between them – somewhere
close to two thousand dollars.


The three each took rooms at the hotel rather than make the
journey to their homes on a Friday night – all of which lay several miles from
the town. Two were farmers, the third a rancher. All were cannier poker players
than Benson.


He had no intention of going home. Instead he would bed down
on the couch in the back room of the estate office. It was something he was
doing more often, avoiding the soured atmosphere at the large frame house which
stood a mile outside town. It was two storeys high with dormer windows in the
roof and a wide veranda along the front. Built by his father-in-law, Duff
Hammond, as a wedding present six years ago, Benson hated it.


Cora, his wife, would be sound asleep in her room. Their
childless marriage had long since become little more than a convenience, a sham
that fooled no one in Stokewood, including Cora’s seventy-year-old father. Duff
Hammond was the town’s biggest property owner and employer, and its most
influential citizen. Too many people owed him either money or favours to openly
criticize Cora, even though she was generally considered to be a harridan.
People even expressed sympathy for her drunkard of a husband.


Benson was Hammond’s ‘estate manager’, an overblown title
for a job that was little more than an office clerk and rent collector, and
well below the forty-five-year-old’s capabilities. So Benson felt no guilt
about creaming off some of the money due to Hammond by careful adjustment of
the accounts. But even that didn’t provide enough to clear his gambling debts.


The estate office was a low, flat-roofed adobe building. It
stood on the opposite side of the street from the hotel. As Benson approached
it, he saw a light in the back room, overlooking the alleyway at the side of
the building. He blinked several times to be sure it wasn’t the whiskey playing
tricks on him – but no, there was definitely a flickering light, as if from a
lamp. And at the rear of the building he could make out the shadowy shape of
the rump of a horse.


‘What the. . . ?’


Benson hesitated at the Main Street end of the alleyway and
considered his options. There was a .45 in the drawer of his desk, but
otherwise he was unarmed. For a brief moment he considered waking the town
marshal, but in the end decided to leave him to his slumbers.


It was a decision that would have fateful consequences.


 


Fourteen-year-old Joey Spearman woke with bellyache.


‘Pesky gooseberries!’ he muttered to himself. ‘Should’ve
listened to Annie, she told me they weren’t ripe.’


Annie was the wife of Judah Jones, Stokewood’s blacksmith
and liveryman, for whom Joey had worked since the day he had quit going to
school. The gooseberries had been for bottling, but Joey hadn’t been able to
resist wolfing down a handful in spite of Annie’s warning. And now he was
paying for it.


Another sharp pain attacked his gut, and he felt an urgent
need of the privy. It meant crawling from his cot in the tiny room he occupied
in the loft over the livery and making his way in the dark to the little
building out back. Judah and his wife had a modest little house five hundred
yards away up the side street, so there was nobody to disturb.


Joey had no idea of the time, though he reckoned it was the
early hours of the morning. Stumbling out of the back door of the livery into
the moonlit yard, he was only half aware of a light across the side street. It
came from a room at the back of Hammond’s estate office, but the increasing
urgency to empty his bowels meant that it hardly registered in Joey’s
consciousness. However, the piebald horse standing at the rear of the building
did register, because Joey, who had tended to most horses in the town at one
time or another, recognized it as belonging to Jabal Hawley. But such was the
urgency of his nocturnal mission that he gave it only a passing thought.


Yanking the privy door shut behind him and plunging himself
into near total darkness, he pulled up his nightshirt.


 


Benson decided to avoid fumbling with keys and unlocking the
front entrance of the estate office. Instead, he went up the alleyway to the
back door – and immediately recognized the distinctive piebald horse waiting
patiently for its owner. An owner Benson knew only too well.


‘Hawley!’ Martin muttered to himself.


It was not a complete surprise. Jabal Hawley had made
threats to Duff Hammond on more than one occasion, threats of violence, even
arson.


The back door had been forced and stood partly open.
Cautiously, Benson eased it further ajar. It led directly into the lamp-lit
room where Benson could see the back of Hawley as the latter tried to open the
box-shaped safe which had been set into the wall. A coal oil lamp stood on a
small table next to the desk, throwing shadows across the room. Papers were
strewn across the top of the desk where Benson had been working on them the day
before.


Benson pushed the door open wide.


‘The safe needs a key, Hawley.’


The other man swung round, uttering an oath and drawing a
pistol from his waistband. ‘Benson!’


‘Hey, ease off!’ Benson said, putting up his hands. ‘No need
for guns.’ He avoided looking at the desk drawer where he kept the .45,
calculating the odds of reaching it before Hawley shot him. He decided they
weren’t good.


‘What the hell are you doin’ here at this time?’ Hawley
growled.


‘I was planning a peaceful night over there,’ Benson
answered, pointing towards the couch standing along one wall.


Hawley snorted. ‘Too bad.’ He nodded at the safe. ‘You got a
key for this?’


‘No, ’fraid not.’ It was a lie. Benson could feel the bunch
of keys in his jacket pocket. ‘Hammond keeps it.’


‘Guess I’ll have to shoot out the lock then,’ Hawley said.


‘Hold on,’ Benson said. ‘I think he keeps a spare key in the
desk. Want me to take a look?’


‘OK, but take it slow. One wrong move an’ you’re dead.’


‘What’s this, taking some recompense for your farm?’ Benson
asked, moving slowly towards the desk.


‘Too damn right I am,’ Hawley snarled. ‘You know as well as
I do that Hammond was responsible for burnin’ my corn crop an’ forcin’ the bank
to foreclose on my mortgage. So I’m takin’ whatever’s in this safe an’ gettin’
out of this damn town pronto. Think I’ll set me a little fire afore I leave,
too. Kinda tit for tat, don’t you reckon?’


Benson had reached the desk. ‘The key’s in the centre
drawer.’


‘Open it real slow.’


Benson eased open the drawer, stretched out a hand and
grasped the Peacemaker. . . .


 


Joey heard the echo of the two gunshots from inside the
privy, but he was still squatting and voiding the contents of his bowels, and
so in no position to investigate. Besides, although Stokewood was a generally
peaceable town, a gunshot or two at any time of day or night was not uncommon.


‘Another gun-happy drunk using the sign outside the saloon
for target practice,’ Joey decided.


It was a full five minutes before he felt able to emerge
into the night again, his stomach pains having eased somewhat.


At first he was puzzled by the sudden brightness. Moments
later, he realized the glow came from flames inside the estate office.


‘Jeeze! It’s on fire!’


And the blaze had taken hold, Joey could see that through
the back window and the open back door. It was then that he remembered Hawley’s
piebald horse that had been standing at the end of the alleyway.


It was gone.


It was another fifteen minutes before Joey Spearman had
roused enough people from their sleep to tackle the blaze, and by then it was
far too late to save anything inside the adobe building.


And it was much later that the town marshal found the
charred remains of a body amongst the ashes, alongside an empty safe.






Chapter 1


 


Ox
Crossing 1870


 


Angie Smith rolled off the bed and gathered up her wrap to
cover her naked body. Joe Spearman had already pulled on his pants and denim
shirt and was standing barefoot at the window of her room, which was shut tight
against the chilly grey February morning. The room was on the first floor of
Angie’s boarding house, which, as everyone in Ox Crossing knew, doubled as a
brothel. It also provided cheaper accommodation than either of the town’s two
hotels, besides the added bonus of the delights that Angie and her girls could
offer.


It was the first time Joe had availed himself of these
pleasures since arriving in town three days before. In fact he had barely
acquainted himself with any of the other amenities the town had on offer,
having spent the first day sleeping off the effects of a hard six-day ride to
get here, the second getting a bath and shave at the barber shop before
becoming involved in a game of faro at the Silver Buck saloon, and this morning
enjoying his landlady’s company.


‘Hope I didn’t disappoint,’ Angie said, coming alongside him
at the window and putting an arm around his neck. She was thirty years old –
five years older than Joe – plump verging on fat, hair the colour of over-ripe
corn, and a generous mouth painted bright red. ‘Although judgin’ by your
enthusiasm . . .’


‘Mm?’ Joe was preoccupied with something in the street
below.


Angie peered out of the window. ‘Somethin’ goin’ on down
there? Somethin’ caught your interest?’


‘What? No, not ’xactly.’ He frowned. ‘I’m probably wrong.
It’s just . . .’


‘Wrong about what?’ Angie asked.


She could see nothing out of the ordinary happening in Main
Street. Just people going about their business, visiting the mercantile or
Freda’s eating place, a small huddle of men talking together outside the bank,
a rider dismounting from his horse and tethering it to the hitching rail
outside the Silver Buck. She recognized him as Luke Trey, trouble-shooter for
Cleve Connor, owner of the Circle C ranch. Connor was one of the little
gathering outside the bank, but Trey made no move in his direction. Instead he
entered the saloon.


‘See somebody you know?’ Angie persisted.


‘Maybe,’ Joe said. ‘Difficult to say. Eleven years is a long
time. People change.’


‘In appearance, maybe,’ Angie said. ‘Deep down, they’re
often the same ornery critters.’


Joe laughed. ‘That’s what my old army buddy Nat always
said.’


‘This hombre you reckon you’ve seen, did he do somethin’ he
shouldn’t have?’


‘If it’s the same guy, he burned out a buildin’ and escaped
with the contents of the safe, as well as killin’ someone. But I could be
wrong. I was just a fourteen-year-old kid at the time.’


After Joe left to go up to his eyrie on the top floor – the
cheapest room in the house – Angie continued to assess the scene below. The
only remaining players in the little street drama were the five men in
conversation outside the bank. Apart from Cleve Connor, she identified Lyle
Walker, Howard Ellis, Otis Bream and Sheriff Chesney Francome.


Angie could guess what they were discussing. It would be the
forthcoming spring mayoral election. Both Walker and Ellis were standing for
election – in Ellis’s case re-election – and would probably be canvassing support
from the other three.


‘Politics,’ Angie muttered to herself. ‘Huh!’


And she shrugged off the wrap and reached for her chemise.


 


In his room, Joe was digging amongst his things for an
ancient newspaper report from the Stokewood Times, dated October, 1859. The
creased and browned cutting had travelled with him for eleven years, all
through the War, and his years of drifting since the conflict. Why? Joe would
have been hard pressed to give an exact reason, other than the fact that it
represented a significant, albeit brief, moment in his boyhood when he had been
the centre of attention, when for once people had listened to what he’d had to
say. It hadn’t happened often since then.


He had only ever shown the cutting to one other person: his
confederate army buddy, Nat Leach, whom he had lost track of in the months
after the War when Nat headed home to Arizona and his folks’ farm.


Now Joe spread the cutting out on the washstand and cast his
eyes over the familiar words:


 


 


Murder in the Small Hours


 


Martin Benson, estate manager and son-in-law of the town’s
most prominent citizen, Mr Duff Hammond, was shot to death in the early hours
of Saturday morning at the Hammond Estate Office. The killer then set fire to
the building before escaping with the contents of the wall safe – approximately
$900.


Fourteen-year-old Joey Spearman, spotting the fire after
making a middle-of-the-night call of nature, alerted the night porter in the
Stokewood Hotel, and as many neighbours he could rouse from their slumbers. But
alas to no avail. The fire had taken too strong a hold, and in spite of valiant
efforts by a bucket line of fire-fighting townspeople, the entire innards of
the building were destroyed. Benson’s charred remains were discovered only
after the building was safe to enter.


Joey Spearman was able to give a strong pointer to the
identity of the killer. Joey, whose job is to tend horses at Judah Jones’
livery and knows most people’s horses in Stokewood, recognized the piebald
animal standing outside the rear entrance to the estate office before the fire
and which had disappeared afterwards.


‘That horse belonged to Mr Hawley,’ Joey told town marshal
Jessop confidently.


And subsequent investigations by the marshal seemed to
confirm that thirty-eight-year-old Jabal Hawley was the culprit. The shack he
had been living in since losing his farm was empty of his belongings and had
all the signs of a hurried departure. It is also known that Hawley blamed Duff
Hammond for the burning of his corn crop and the subsequent mortgage
foreclosure, which meant losing his farm. Hawley has also been heard to
threaten revenge on Mr Hammond, including arson as a form of poetic justice.


There is a $1,000 reward for any information that results in
the capture of Jabal Hawley.


 


Joe folded the newspaper cutting, sitting in thoughtful
silence for several minutes. $1,000 for any information. He could sure use a
thousand dollars. Funds were getting low. But he had to be certain. He looked
at the picture – an artist’s sketch – of Jabal Hawley’s face that was at the
centre of the newspaper report. It was the same sketch he’d seen on law dodgers
at various times over the interceding years. It was a poor likeness. The sort
of face that would have fitted a hundred men. Joey thought back to the face
he’d seen from Angie’s window. And gradually he became more certain his notion
had been right.


$1,000! Or maybe the man he’d seen would be prepared to pay
Joe even more to keep quiet. Of course he might be minded to ensure Joe’s
silence about his new identity by putting a bullet in Joe’s back.


Joe suddenly felt in need of a strong drink.


 


Three days later, Joe left the Silver Buck saloon just
before midnight to make his way back to his room in Angie’s establishment,
having won twenty-four dollars playing poker and having drunk rather more
whiskey than was wise. Which was why he failed to notice he was being followed
until it was too late.


Suddenly a hand twisted him round and shoved him in the
chest so that he fell backwards and lay sprawled amongst the dirt and detritus
of a dark alleyway next to the saddle shop.


‘What the. . . ?’ he began, before a blade was shoved
between his ribs and into his heart. It was done with the precision of someone
who had done it many times before.


His attacker leaned over him and withdrew the knife. Joe
stared up at him through glassy pain-filled eyes, blood trickling from the
corner of his mouth.


‘Why. . . ?’ he asked through ragged breath.


‘You asked too many questions,’ his assailant answered after
a moment.


But Joe didn’t hear him. He would never hear anyone again.






Chapter 2


 


Nat Leach brought his chestnut gelding to a halt, screwed up
his eyes against the April sunshine and took in the mid-afternoon quiet of Ox
Crossing’s sparsely populated Main Street. Siesta time, he decided. He was
conscious of two old-timers sitting on the boardwalk outside the mercantile
looking him over. What they saw was a tall, lean man in his mid-twenties, brown
hair worn slightly long and a square chin in need of a shave. He wore denim
pants tucked into cracked leather boots, a check shirt and a creased tan
Stetson. Besides his saddlebags, the stock of a Winchester poked out of a
scabbard at the right side of his horse. His right hand rested casually on his
hip, within easy reach of a holstered Colt .45.


Nat gigged his mount forward, having noticed the open doors
of a livery down the street. And a few yards further on the sign for a modest,
and hopefully inexpensive, hotel. A little while later, his horse stabled, he
carried his saddlebags and Winchester to the hotel and secured himself a room.


‘Number eight, first floor,’ the clerk told him. He was a
short, skinny man with greasy hair, hollowed cheeks and an unhealthy pallor. He
handed Nat a key.


‘Thanks,’ Nat said. ‘Tell me, does the name Travis Newton
mean anything to you? Somebody local, maybe?’


The little man shook his head. ‘Nope. I don’t know
everybody, of course. You could try asking Ted Norton at the livery.’


‘I already did. Name meant nothing to him either.’ Nat
nodded towards the open guest book and the lines of scrawled signatures.


‘Somebody passing through, maybe?’


‘Maybe,’ the clerk said. ‘Don’t remember the name, but you’re
welcome to have a look.’ He pushed the book across the desk towards Nat.


‘Thanks,’ Nat said again. He flipped through the pages but
drew a blank.


‘You got a special reason you’re lookin’ for this Newton
hombre?’ the clerk asked.


Nat gave a humourless smile. ‘Yeah, it’s kinda special,’ he
said.


 


Half an hour later he made his way along the street until he
found a barber shop. There he took a long bath to soak off the grime of his
journey before planting himself in the barber’s chair and indicating he needed
a shave.


For a time, he was the only patron as he fended off the
barber’s questions.


‘Just passing through or planning to stay awhile?’


‘Not sure,’ Nat said.


‘Come far?’


‘Far enough.’


‘What’s your line of business?’


‘This and that.’


The barber finished lathering Nat’s face and took up the
razor. He was puzzled by Nat’s reticence. Was the stranger on the run from the
law? Judging by his appearance when he’d come in, he’d been riding for several
days. And he certainly smelled sweeter after that bath.


At that moment the door opened and a short stubby barrel of
a man entered. He had virtually no hair, wizened features and wore round
wire-framed eyeglasses. Nat guessed him to be in his seventies.


‘Morning, Gabe,’ the barber greeted him.


‘Morning, Tom,’ the newcomer replied. He gave Nat the
once-over then held out a liver-spotted hand. ‘Howdy. Welcome to Ox Crossing.
I’m Gabe Crighton, editor of The Weekly Crossing.’


‘That’s our local rag,’ the barber informed Nat. ‘Mostly
gossip, but you get some news as well. Right now it’s all about this month’s
mayoral election. Gabe can probably tell you who’s going to win.’
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