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The Bloodstained Crossing


 


Late at night, close to the silver town of Tombstone, Arizona, a wagon rattles down to the Mexican border laden with heavy crates full of silver ore. Two weeks later, in the town of Rawton, a man’s death coincides with John Probity’s arrival. By the next day another person has died and Probity is in jail, accused of murder. Freed by the enigmatic town barber, Ulysses Court, Probity sets out to discover the truth.


With the number of dead rising, Probity and Court witness the gunning-down of some Mexicans at the San Pedro river and from that moment they are fighting factions from both Tombstone and Rawton. Can they make their way to safety and stay one step ahead of the furious, gun-toting outlaws?
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Part One


 


Prologue


 


June 1881


It was the distant creaking of timber that dragged her out of a deep sleep. When she turned over in bed and sat up, yawning, the jingle of harness and the squeal of dry wheel boxes told her that a wagon was being driven down the overgrown trail that passed within fifty yards of the house. It sounded heavy. She knew instinctively that it must have come from one of the silver mines located around Tombstone, but she couldn’t understand why, or what it was doing on that disused trail.


Then, as her searching hand touched nothing but a warm sheet on the other side of the bed, she realized that she was alone. At the same time she caught the clear sharp scent of the night air. The front door was open. Ralf, a light sleeper, had woken before her and was outside in the front yard.


Swiftly she slid out of her bed. The hard floor was cool under her bare feet. She shivered, slipped on a light robe over her thin nightgown, then left the bedroom and walked quickly across the living room with its dark furniture. There was a high moon. Its pale light flooded in through the open door. Ralf’s elongated shadow lay across the floor. She stepped through it, felt a sudden chill, touched his shoulder and pressed against his warmth.


He was standing side-on in the doorway, the moonlight touching his lean face as he gazed south towards the border. It ran east to west, an invisible line drawn between Arizona Territory and Mexico, and was just half-a-mile away down an easy gradient where tall saguaros reached for the clear skies. The old Springfield rifle was held loosely across his body. She nudged the butt with her thigh as she moved in close. He started, glanced at her. She knew he was absorbed in what he was doing, and she’d startled him. His eyes were dark.


‘What?’ she said.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Wagons like that one,’ she said, ‘come from the silver mines. But midnight has long gone, that trail’s never used. It wends its way down the slope for a few hundred yards, then peters out in the scrub. It goes nowhere.’


‘It goes to the border,’ he said.


‘And?’


‘I heard riders, that’s what woke me up. There were horsemen outside when I came down, rough men, heavily armed, wearing sombreros with silver conchos glittering in the moonlight. They came riding up the trail, stopped short of the house, seemed to be looking into the distance. They were watching and waiting. Then I heard the wagon rumbling. Someone cursed gruffly as the wheels hit the dry ruts. Another man told him to shut up. The Mexicans pointed, waved. I heard them laughing excitedly as they swung their horses and rode back down the slope.’


‘So what does it mean?’


‘You’ve seen the wagon. You know where it’s from, so it’s not to hard to work out what it’s carrying. And it followed those Mexicans down to the border.’


He handed the rifle to her, and she saw that he had his battered pair of field glasses. He took a single step out of the doorway and lifted them to his eyes.


‘Too dark, even with the moon,’ he said. ‘Can’t see much. Shapes. Shadows. But they’re unloading crates.’


‘Mexicans can’t carry heavy crates on horses – not even pack mules could do that.’


‘Oh yes, they could. These are heavy, that’s obvious from the way the men are moving, but they are not big. And there are not many of them. I think I saw three, no more. But their number doesn’t matter, because there’s no need to tie them onto mules. There’s another wagon there. Under the trees, on the Mexican side of the border.’


She reached out, squeezed his arm, felt the tense muscles as he lowered the glasses and stepped back into the house.


‘It seems obvious,’ she said after a moment’s thought, ‘but if we’re right about what’s happening down there, a load of silver being . . . transferred like that – well, isn’t that kind of thing illegal?’


‘It is. And if that is what they’re doing,’ he said, ‘then we could be in deep trouble.’


‘Us?’ She gripped both his arms fiercely, turned him so that he was facing her. ‘I don’t understand. Why should we be in trouble?’


‘Because I was at the door when the wagon drove by,’ Ralf said tonelessly. ‘I was caught in clear moonlight, should have stepped back into the shadows but I was too slow. The man riding shotgun saw me. He took a good, long look, then deliberately lifted the shotgun high so I could see it and pointed in my direction. I could see his teeth. He was grinning. And he won’t forget.’









Chapter One


 


One month later


John Probity was a tall man, strong and lean. He moved through life with grace and the balance of a dancer, could use knife or gun with bewildering speed and deadly accuracy, and was guided by a philosophy picked up from a ragged mountain trapper called Maxwell Golightly. That unique character had once told him that a battle could be lost for the want of a nail. A wise old-timer, wetly sucking on a blackened corn-cob as the light from the crackling camp-fire flickered across his bearded face, he had laboured on at some length.


Probity, a young man of eighteen at the time, had listened with impatience, understanding the story’s logic but not its relevance to his own circumstances.


‘Son, it’s like this,’ the old man had explained, amusement lurking in sharp eyes, almost buried beneath brows like curls of wool stripped from an old ewe. ‘Ain’t nothing stoppin’ a young feller runnin’ out the house without puttin’ on his britches, but common sense should soon tell him that walkin’ into town near as dammit buck naked, he ain’t going to get very far.’


Never one to waste ammunition of any kind, Probity had grasped the idea, shaped it to his needs and consigned it to his subconscious for future use: In life, if you’re determined never to be caught with your pants down, think, then act; didn’t matter who you were, it paid to spend vital seconds weighing up situations so that the next step you took didn’t turn out to be your last.


John Probity had lived by that philosophy for twenty years. That night, twenty-one years after he’d ridden away from a flickering camp-fire, the wise words spoken by a trapper called Maxwell Golightly came howling back to haunt him.


 


Probity stepped out of the Starlight saloon a little unsteadily, and squinted across the street at the rooming-house. Although he hadn’t seen her since noon, the plan was that Annie would ride into town and go straight up to the room. If she’d done that she would have waited with growing impatience for him to join her, and he felt an instant pang of guilt when he looked up at the first floor window. The light was out. He’d kept his foot planted on the brass rail fronting the bar for too damn long, and she’d gone to bed.


Yet he also knew he was being too hard on himself, perhaps on both of them. She’d gone to bed, not out of exasperation, but because she was worn out. He had entered the saloon with a purpose: Annie was desperate for information, and his aim was to probe for it without revealing his intentions. So the conversations he started had been meandering in their nature, and became more so as the evening wore on and the men he spoke to sank yet more strong liquor.


In the end, Probity admitted, he had got nothing for his pains, and it was with some frustration that he peered down at the squashed shape of his unlit cigarette. He stepped away from the saloon, walking without watching where he was going, acting without thinking – but so what? It was late, there was but the one horse at the hitch rail – his roan – and the oil lamps were casting their warm glow over a dusty, deserted main street.


With the philosophy that had ensured his survival a long way from his mind and a lucifer proving difficult to grasp in the tight pocket of his vest, Probity poked blindly with two fingers as he took yet another step forward. Beneath his boot, dry wood splintered. Suddenly he was down on one knee. He toppled sideways, winced as his head cracked against the mesquite upright supporting the ramada. His Stetson slipped over his ear. He swore softly. Then, one leg dangling through a hole in the ancient plank-walk and the other doubled up beneath him, he began to laugh.


He was still laughing when he heard the unmistakeable sound of a six-gun being cocked. A ring of hard, cold steel was rammed into the back of his neck. Then, in front of him, a man seemed to step up out of a hole in the ground.


He’d been in the street, off to one side. Waiting. Probity hadn’t seen him. Now he’d stepped up onto the plank-walk. Probity squinted up at him. He was a tall, lean man with a stony, unshaven face from which black eyes stared coldly. The face was made to appear darker and more menacing by his sand-coloured Stetson. A badge glinted on his vest. Unexpectedly, he grinned. His teeth flashed startlingly white. Then his six-gun caught the lamplight as, without warning, he swung it up out of the shadows. It struck Probity a vicious blow across the temple. Behind his eyes, red light flared. Consciousness slipped away like water out of a holed bucket, bringing with it an encroaching darkness. And all Probity could hear as he sank into a black, bottomless pit was a long-dead fire crackling and the faint echoes of an old trapper’s laughter.


 


‘You’re in trouble,’ said the man with the badge. ‘You drifted into Rawton sometime yesterday, a big feller astride a big roan horse, a man who thinks he’s as tough as old boots – but now you’ve gone too damn far.’


‘You’re talking nonsense. I’m no drifter. I have a reason for being here.’


‘You think we care why you came? All we care about is the crimes you’ve committed in the past twenty-four hours.’


Probity’s head was banging. The side of his face was stiff with drying blood. He was slumped in a hard wooden chair. The room seemed overcrowded, airless. It was a small office, a square room fronting the town jail. Smoke hung in it like river mist. Three big men were watching him. Their very size made them threatening. Their presence, and the weapons they carried, radiated power.


The unshaven man with the badge had delivered his statement, a statement Probity was at a loss to understand. Now the deputy swung away. He struck a match and lit a cigarette; looked across at the man sitting behind the desk. The town marshal. The man, Probity figured, who had held a six-gun against the back of his neck while his deputy did his best to crack Probity’s skull.


A third man was standing near the door. He was another big man, but where the lawmen carried muscle, this man was running to fat. The pistol he wore on a sagging belt was not a workmanlike tool, but a fancy weapon carried for show. He wore a dark suit, white shirt, black string tie, gold-rimmed spectacles. A cigar smouldered between thick fingers. Sweat glistened in his thinning grey hair.


‘Crimes?’ Probity said. ‘I’ve had some interesting conversations, eaten well at the café, taken a drink in your fine saloon. D’you mind telling me which one of those is a crime?’


‘Before I answer that,’ said the man behind the desk, ‘let’s make this official. I’m Orin Craig, Rawton town marshal. That makes your arrest legal. You’ve had the pleasure of meeting my deputy, Gord Sager. As for crimes, what happened in the street you brought on yourself: you violently resisted arrest when leaving the Starlight saloon.’


The man by the door cleared his throat.


‘My name is Ellis Quaig,’ he said. ‘I’m a witness to what happened up the street, and I also have certain information. Right now, I hold your life in my hands.’


Probity stared. ‘My life? What the hell are you talking about?’ He looked at Craig. ‘All right, now you’ve made it official let’s look at the facts. The first is clear: I did not resist arrest, violently or otherwise. The second is the one I’m waiting to hear from you: what was I being arrested for? What the hell am I supposed to have done?’


‘You were falling-down drunk when you staggered out of the Starlight saloon—’


‘Drunk?’ Probity cut in. He shook his aching head, barked a laugh. ‘The whole evening, I’d downed a couple of glasses of weak beer. You saying that pompous ass by the door is holding my life in his hands because you told him I was drunk?’


‘When you rode into town last night, you accosted a young woman, went on to get too familiar with her,’ Craig said. His voice was expressionless, his grey eyes cold. ‘Seems you came to Rawton looking for her. You grabbed ahold of her when she came out of the store, did what looked like some heated talking. Come the hours of darkness, you had dinner together in Buck’s diner – steak, eggs, apple pie, coffee, the whole works. Then with a grin on your face like a cat who’s knocked over a jug of cream, you booked one room in Amy Bell’s rooming house and you and that young lady spent the night there.’


Probity narrowed his eyes. ‘So?’


‘Together.’


‘Yes.’


‘A widow woman. She has her own house, down by the border.’


‘I know that, it’s why she shops here rather than Tombstone. But it was late, we had talking to do, she was tired and wasn’t looking forward to the ride. Booking a room for the night made good sense.’


‘You think so? I wonder where you went to church, where you learned morals, decent behaviour, the right way to treat a respectable lady.’


‘Oh for God’s sake,’ Probity said. ‘This is Rawton not Salt Lake City, Arizona Territory not Utah, and sure as hell I’m no Latter Day Saint. But all that’s beside the point. In this case, morals don’t come into it.’


Craig didn’t look unimpressed. Probity wasn’t even sure if the man was listening, and the pain in his head became almost too much to bear when he was hit by a sudden, stone-cold certainty.


Christ, these men had no intention of letting him go. For some reason they had hunted him down, in the dead of night when there were no witnesses, and now. . . .


‘This morning,’ Craig said, ‘after spending the night alone in the room with that young widow, you rode out of town with her. Where did you go?’


‘None of your damn business.’


‘Did you head north, take the Apache trail snakes up through the hills?’


‘I don’t know. Took no notice. We rode out of town because we still had talking to do.’


‘And now the talking’s all done with,’ Ellis Quaig said from his position by the door. He’d removed the cigar from his lips. His face was split by a thin smile that got nowhere near his cold grey eyes. ‘But you know that, don’t you? You must know, because that’s why you’re here. There’s the shadow of a rope hanging over your head, and—’


‘No,’ Probity said, a sudden hollowness in his belly. ‘I don’t know why I’m here, because the best you’ve come up with is a charge of drunkenness and that’s good for maybe one night in a cell.’


‘The widow is dead,’ Sager said. ‘The charge is murder, the penalty is death.’


John Probity rocked in the chair. It was as if a second blow from Gord Sager’s six-gun had struck him, this time across the face, and again it was the deputy doing the delivering. There was the salt taste of blood in Probity’s mouth and, as he stared at the big deputy in numb disbelief, he knew that when the shock hit him he’d bitten his tongue.


‘Dead?’ he said, the word slipping so faintly from his lips that it was as if all his strength had drained away.


‘Ten mile from here,’ Orin Craig said. ‘Workers were taking a break. They were smoking in the shade of some disused sheds close to the Owl Creek silver mine in the Dragoon Mountains’ foothills. Late afternoon. One of them noticed something. Sun was shinin’ through what was left of the roof. Hittin’ on something pale. They investigated, found her body. Annie Schäfer. Stripped naked. Throat cut.’ He paused, let the silence build until it seemed to quiver with tension. ‘But I’m telling you what you already know,’ he said at last. ‘You murdered Annie Schäfer, left her naked body tossed like a ragdoll among heavy pit props stacked at the back of a shed.’


Probity shook his head. His face was pale. ‘She never left my side until we turned back. Then she headed for home, and we arranged to meet here. We were never, at any time, anywhere near Tombstone or the Dragoon Mountains. Hell, how far d’you think we’d ride for some private talking?’


‘You rode out of Rawton with Annie Schäfer, rode back alone. The next time she was seen . . .’ Craig shook his head, his expression ugly. ‘The next time she was seen she was dead, and before she died she’d been brutally raped.’


‘Raped?’ Probity squeezed his eyes shut, opened them again. ‘If she was raped, that sure as hell should tell you I’m not your man.’


‘There’s no doubt. You did it, you’ll hang.’


‘Let me walk out of here, and I’ll find somebody, somewhere, who can prove I’m telling the truth.’


‘The next time you walk out of here,’ Craig said, ‘there’ll be a rope and a gallows out back, a man with a prayer book, another with a blindfold.’


‘I didn’t kill her.’


‘There’ll be no need to waste a jury’s precious time considering a verdict,’ Ellis Quaig said in a matter of fact way, ‘because you’ll be lucky to see the inside of a court room, lucky to see this night out.’


‘You talking about a lynching? For that to happen, word has to get out. So who’s doing the talking, spelling it out? How does it go? Woman brutally raped, murdered, killer held in jail? Is that it? Who’s going to be out there shooting his mouth off? You? These two upright, honourable lawmen?’


‘Maybe the word’s already out,’ Quaig said.


‘Yeah, and lawmen are duty bound to ensure the safety of prisoners, turn away lynch mobs.’ Probity bit his lip, took a deep breath. ‘D’you want to know why?’


‘Why you killed her?’


‘Why we were in that room together. Why it was not immoral, why I could no more have raped and killed her than . . . than. . . .’ He stopped, blinking away tears. ‘Her name was Annie Schäfer,’ he said huskily, ‘but you know that, that’s about the one thing you’ve got right. But you also know she was a widow, so that was the name she took when she married. She kept it when her husband was murdered, shot by a drunk across the street from the Oriental Saloon – yeah, that’s right, in Tombstone.’ Probity’s laugh was brittle. ‘I’m here because she wanted me with her, and Rawton was the best place to meet. She was in some kind of trouble, or there was trouble brewing that she’d got wind of – both, more like it – and so she did what she always did at such times.’


Probity paused, looked at the watching men.


‘She did what she’d done since she was a little kid,’ he said softly. ‘She sent for her big brother.’


He waited, listened to the soft sound of men breathing, the creak of a chair as Craig shifted his weight; caught the strong stink of his own stale sweat, the reek of Ellis Quaig’s cigar, the coppery scent of his own blood that set nerves screaming.


‘But you knew that too, didn’t you?’ Probity said when nobody bothered to break the silence. ‘You knew Annie Schäfer was my sister, you knew she’d sent for me, and I’m here now because she’s safely out of your way. Because you’re playing some goddamn evil game, and you couldn’t afford to have a nosy stranger running around loose.’


Orin Craig swung both boots up onto the desk and spat sideways into a basket.


‘When you’ve finished exercising your jaws,’ he said, ‘my deputy’ll take you out back and show you to your room.’


Probity met Craig’s hard gaze, and forced a thin, mocking grin.


‘Trouble is,’ he said, ‘the talking I did also included a lot of listening, and neither the listening nor the talking was all with Annie Schäfer. You weren’t watching me close enough, fellers. I heard enough and passed on enough to cause you a heap of trouble, and putting me in an early grave won’t stop all of your fine plans from falling down around your ears.’
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