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On her deathbed, Laura Peters shocks her son Paul by belatedly revealing that his uncle did not die alongside Paul's father in the bloody confrontation at Gettysburg in July 1863. She urges Paul to ride west in a quest to find this relative who held a guilty secret from those dreadful Civil War days. With mixed emotions he takes up the challenge, eventually arriving in the Texas town of Ongar Ridge, only to find himself accused of murdering the man he had been seeking.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


In the spring of 1875 Laura Peters knew she was close to death. Her breathing was shallow and her body was racked with constant pain.


Life had been hard for the widow who, with a little help from neighbours, had struggled to survive with her son Paul during the war and its aftermath following Lee’s surrender at Appomattox Court House. Their horses had been requisitioned during the war, but their property – unlike many others – had been left intact. From an early age Paul had worked at a physical level way beyond what could be reasonably expected for his years as he helped his exhausted mother survive by cultivating crops and looking after those few chickens and goats left to them by hungry soldiers.


Despite their struggles Laura somehow managed to make time to educate her son. She herself came from educated parents, and she used her own literary and mathematical talents to ensure that Paul would be equipped for a life that could extend beyond simple farm work.


Now she decided that it was time to make a request which, if he accepted, would take him far away from his homeland.


‘Paul, I’ve got something to ask you.’


‘Yes, Ma. I hate to see you so unwell. You know I’ll do anything to help. What is it?’


‘It’s nothing to do with my health, son. It’s a challenge you can accept or ignore. It’s your choice, but I realize that you may not wish to stay here after I’m gone and there’s something important you should know about your family.’


Paul was intrigued but mystified. ‘My family? You’re my family. My only family. What do you mean?’


‘I mean that you needn’t be alone if you choose to go in search of your uncle.’


‘My uncle? You mean Uncle Jack?’


Fearing that his mother’s ill health was impacting on her reasoning, Paul took her hand in his and gently pointed out that his uncle, along with his father, had died at Gettysburg.


‘No,’ whispered his mother. ‘I believe he is still alive, though living far away from us.’


As she spoke, Laura pulled out a crumpled letter she had held under her pillow. ‘He wrote to me,’ she said. ‘But I’ve been reluctant – scared, I suppose – to show it to you before. Now I think it’s time.’


Slowly, disbelievingly, Paul took the paper from his mother’s trembling hand. It was dated 3 July 1868.


 


My dear Laura


This is a most difficult letter to write, and I hope it does not shock you too much. I trust that you were told officially that my brother Bruce died at Gettysburg, and I guess that you were also told, or you at least assumed, that I was dead too – even if the official word might have been that I was listed as missing.


In fact, I have to tell you that I am living under an assumed name on the other side of the Mississippi, many miles away from my beloved Virginia and from you and my nephew Paul. I think of you and pray for you every day. To my great shame, I could not return to you after the hostilities, and believe I cannot do so in safety even now. I cannot reveal too much detail without putting myself in danger because of an act which troubles my soul every single day and night.


I pray that you are both well, though I know you must have suffered greatly during the terrible years since your husband and I rode away on what we thought was a just and noble mission. None of us could have imagined the horrors that were to follow and the thousands who were to suffer death, injury or deprivation. I am desperate to tell you that your husband fought bravely and honourably and was a credit to us. If it is any comfort to you after all this time, you should know that he died in my arms after being badly wounded in the heat of battle.


Selfishly, I am wary of writing more, since this letter could fall into the wrong hands. I can only say that I am now striving to atone for my guilty past by using the rest of my life to good effect. I only wish that I could share it with you, since you should know that I dearly love you both.


Please destroy this letter when you have read it, but know that you and Paul are always in my thoughts.


 


The letter was unsigned, though it was obvious who had sent it. And of course, it had not been destroyed. It had lain hidden among Laura’s possessions until she handed it to Paul, nearly seven years after it had been written.


Now he hugged his mother, with mixed feelings of joy and anger. For all these long years he had been told that the two brothers had died in battle. Now he knew that to be a monstrous lie, and that one of them, his uncle, had survived.


‘Mother, why didn’t you tell me earlier?’


‘Because, my son, I was a coward. I was in shock for days. Then I was scared how you would react if I showed you the letter. You were too young to take any action. Now I want you to decide whether you want to ignore it, or perhaps even see if you can find the man who meant so much to your father and to me. Maybe you can help him come to terms with whatever is this guilt which he doesn’t explain.’


Laura paused, breathless, allowing Paul to ask what she would want him to say to his uncle if he were ever to see him.


‘Tell him I despise him for not coming back to us when we were in so much need. Whatever his crime was, he should have faced up to it and sought forgiveness here rather than many miles away. More than that, though, you should tell him that I never stopped loving him. I loved them both – your father and your uncle. It gave me great happiness to learn from this letter that one of them still lived, when for years I had grieved for two goodly men who had meant so much to me. Whatever his sin, I found consolation knowing that your Uncle Jack was with your father when he met his Maker. I’d like him to know that.’


 


Touched by his mother’s devotion to both men, Paul Peters made the momentous decision that he would indeed seek to find her missing brother-in-law. Whatever the mysterious truth that was half revealed in the letter, he desperately wanted to meet his only surviving relative.


After Laura’s funeral, he handed over their land and possessions to the care of a neighbour and set off on a quest that was to last nearly three years as he rode further west trying to find any trace of Jack Peters. When he rode into the Texas town of Ongar Ridge late at night in July 1878, he was confident that he had at last located the man he had sought for so long.


Utterly exhausted, it was the greatest of cruel ironies that he made the decision to check straight into one of the town’s hotels and leave meeting his uncle until the following morning. It was a decision he was to regret deeply, as it had many repercussions.









CHAPTER TWO


 


Mike Rowland was just starting his usual morning round of Ongar Ridge’s main street when young Jake Thornton came running up behind him.


‘Marshal, turn round and come with me. Quick. Come to Mr Jackson’s print shop.’


The boy was considerably agitated, so the town marshal took his request seriously and turned back towards the converted barn that was used for the production of the weekly Ongar Tribune. With Jake pressing him to hurry, he did indeed quicken his normally measured pace when he saw that a poster-sized sheet had been pinned over the notice board fixed outside the ramshackle building. It usually displayed the week’s main news item. The replacement notice, however, now carried the single word JUSTICE in large print.


The door to the barn was gaping open and the marshal followed the boy’s excited admonitions to go inside. Immediately the marshal realized that he was treading on a mess of metal type which had been tipped haphazardly over the floor. He stepped further into the building and saw more devastation. Racks of newsprint and other materials had been upturned, and back copies of the newspaper had been pulled from the wooden racks on which they had been carefully stored.


Worst of all, though, was the sight of Peter Jackson, the editor of the Tribune. His dead body was slumped in a corner and it was clear, even in the gloom, that he carried a vicious stab wound in his stomach. Sticking out from the bloody mess was a huge Bowie knife which was stabbed through another printed notice, again carrying the single word JUSTICE.


The picture before the marshal was made even more horrific by the fact that printers’ ink had been tipped over Jackson’s body to run down and mingle with his congealing blood. The ink’s half-empty container remained by his side.


Marshal Rowland did not need to be a master detective to come quickly to a number of conclusions. First, it was obvious that someone had known of Jackson’s routine. Every Friday night he finished the task of getting his week’s news content into type and prepared for printing early on Saturday morning so that it was ready for distribution by young Jake Thornton and two of his friends. It was a timetable designed to ensure that, before the first Sunday church service, everyone would know the news and would have a ready store of information and gossip to enliven their discourse.


The other obvious fact was that Jackson’s killer had been familiar enough with the type setting and printing process to know how to select and order the metal so that it would print properly. This narrowed the list of possible suspects to some degree but Mike Rowland remembered how Jackson had always been more than happy to show visitors, of whatever age, how the reverse type was used to give a correct image when printed. During the years Jackson had run his print shop, many customers had watched as he prepared notices and other literature for them. Furthermore, the marshal recognized that, despite the variable levels of literacy which existed amongst the area’s citizens, many of those who had visited the print shop were quite capable of correctly spelling the single printed word which had been used to send some sort of message to the authorities and the general public.


But what was its significance? Justice, or revenge, for what crime?


‘Close the door and don’t let anyone inside until I get back,’ the marshal told eight-year-old Jake. ‘I’m trusting you to guard things while I’m gone.’


He started to leave but then turned back to the youngster. ‘Well done for coming and finding me. I think you can expect a reward to make up for losing your newspaper delivery pay.’


‘Thanks, Marshal, but where you goin’?’


‘To get some witnesses. Won’t be long.’


 


Still puzzling over the morning’s shocking event, Marshal Rowland decided that there was little point in immediately calling in the town’s only doctor. There was nothing a medical man could do for Peter Jackson, and the cause of death was obvious. Instead the lawman returned to his office where he picked up his deputy, Luke Granger. He briefly explained what had happened before he sent Luke off to alert the undertaker, Jasper Ryan, that his services would be needed.


‘I’m going to get Eustace Trimble,’ he told his deputy. ‘I want you to meet me back at the newspaper office to act as a witness to the scene before we get the doc to look at him and then get Jasper to deal with the body.’


Now aged forty-six, Marshal Mike Rowland carried his years well. His body was lean and muscular, and the only signs of ageing were skin creases round his eyes and the beginning of grey in his hair – though this was barely known since he was rarely seen without a hat. He had become the town’s marshal after he had found himself unemployed when the Texas Rangers were temporarily disbanded by the victorious authorities after the war between the northern and southern states. After earlier years fighting Comanche and seeing action in the Mexican War of 1856-58, he found himself at a loss when his Texas Rangers’ life came to an end.


Unlike many of his companions, he did not join the Confederate forces during the war. He felt that it was no concern of his and that a regimented army life was no substitute for his more independent action as a Ranger.


With no domestic or romantic ties, he had ridden around Texas and Arizona Territory somewhat aimlessly before arriving at Ongar Ridge. Drinking one evening in the Golden Bullet Saloon, he had intervened to stop a fight between two drunks from turning into something more serious. The town’s elderly marshal had been too slow to reach the scene, so Mike Rowland had pushed himself between the two men who were arguing over some kind of bet, and with a single punch knocked one of them to the ground before turning back to the other burly figure and twisting his arm behind his back until he quietened down. It was all done with a simple efficiency which greatly impressed all those observing the few seconds of calm action.


Within days of this incident, the town’s sixty-five-year-old marshal faced up to the citizens’ general dissatisfaction with his performance and declared his intention to retire. Two weeks later the town’s council offered the job to Rowland. ‘We all liked the efficient way you dealt with that brawl without resorting to any weapon,’ the mayor told him.


‘I can shoot if need be,’ had been the laconic reply before Rowland, whose funds were running perilously low, agreed to be sworn in at a salary not much above the miserly pay he had been getting as a Texas Ranger.


Now, eleven years later, he got the mayor out of bed to tell him that their newspaper editor had been killed. A short, plump man with an inflated view of his own importance, Eustace Trimble was none too pleased to be woken by the marshal’s insistent hammering at his door. Eventually it was opened by the live-in housekeeper, who relayed Mike Rowland’s message that the mayor was to come and attend to some important business.


The marshal fumed when he was kept waiting nearly twenty minutes before Trimble appeared, wearing the dark city clothes he had adopted since his election to the town’s highest office. The man had originally come south from Chicago and had made himself comparatively wealthy by overcharging for the variety of goods he sold in his general store. With no serious competition within miles, he had little difficulty adding a very respectable profit margin to goods ordered from his contacts back in Chicago and elsewhere.


When he stood for election he had garnered support by offering special deals to those who – truthfully or not – promised to cast their votes in his favour.


Now, breathing heavily, he scurried behind the marshal as they made their way to the newspaper office and workshop. Despite the relatively early hour, a small crowd had already gathered. The news had been spread by young Jake’s two contemporaries when they had arrived to start their delivery chores but were informed that their employer was no longer in a position to appreciate their weekly endeavours.


Despite his tender years, Jake Thornton had done a valiant job of guarding the print shop entrance until the deputy marshal, Luke Granger, arrived to assume control. Now Luke followed his boss and a red-faced Eustace Trimble into the print shop to view the evidence of Peter Jackson’s untimely death.


When they reappeared the crowd outside had swollen to around thirty people. ‘Who did it?’ yelled a female voice when Mike Rowland confirmed that the editor was dead, and that it wasn’t from natural causes.


‘Reckon I know.’ The assertion came in the rough voice of a male shouting unnecessarily loudly from the side of the compact gathering that was pressing towards the marshal. ‘There’s a young fella new in town. Saw him coming out of the hotel and going to Mr Choo’s eating house.’


The information came from Red Roberts, one of three brothers who, over the past six years, had consistently given Marshal Rowland trouble. ‘C’mon, Marshal, let’s go get ’im. He needs stringing up for what he done.’


Sensing a degree of support for the suggestion of immediate retribution, Mike Rowland held his hand in the air to seek silence from the steadily growing crowd. ‘We’ll have no more talk of that kind, Red Roberts. Let’s all calm down. If this man is involved, we’ll deal with him in a proper legal manner. Anyone know where he is now?’


An excited female voice piped up. ‘Still in Mr Choo’s, I reckon. Tall young man with a black hat,’ said Frau Kruger, one of the town’s many European immigrants.


‘Yep, that’s him,’ shouted Roberts. ‘Let’s go get him.’


‘Told you to calm down,’ ordered the marshal. ‘You stay out of it.’ He turned to his deputy. ‘Luke, you come with me and we’ll see what the fella has got to say for himself.’


 


When the two men entered the eating house, they kept their guns holstered but quickly spread themselves wide, so as to present a dispersed target if there should be any trouble. Their quarry was immediately identifiable as there were only five customers seated at Mr Choo’s polished wooden tables. Two were known ranch hands; two were travelling drummers who had been in town trying to sell their wares for the last three days; and – seated alone with his back to the far wall – was a stranger fitting the description the marshal had been given. He looked up from his meal at the two law officers now intently scrutinizing him.


‘Looking for someone, Marshal?’ he asked in a quietly controlled voice carrying an accent which placed him as coming from further east. Having posed his question, he continued forking his breakfast from his plate to his mouth, giving the impression of being neither concerned nor alarmed at being the centre of attention.


‘Yep. I’d like a few words with you, Mister,’ said the marshal. ‘First, what’s your name, and what’s your business in our town?’


As Mike Rowland asked his question, tiny Mr Choo shuffled through from the cooking area with a full plate in each hand. The Chinaman stopped abruptly as he took in the scene before him and let out a squeaky little scream of alarm.


‘No need to concern yourself, my friend,’ the marshal assured him ‘There won’t be any trouble, will there be, Mr. . . .’


As the last part of his comment was obviously addressed to the seated man, the stranger stopped eating and replied to the marshal’s questions.


‘There won’t be trouble from me, Marshal, and you’ll find I signed my name when I registered at the hotel last night. It’s Peters, Paul Peters. Now, what’s this all about? Can’t a man eat his breakfast in peace in this town? You coming in here like this don’t seem to be a very friendly welcoming committee. Now can I finish my meal?’


‘Sure you can, but you won’t mind if I sit down with you and drink a coffee. Then I’d like you to come and answer a few questions in my office.’


 


When the three men left Mr Choo’s place ten minutes later, Red Roberts was waiting outside. ‘Glad to see you got him, Marshal. If we ain’t gonna string him up, make sure you lock him up safe. We don’t want a murderer runnin’ around loose.’ As he spoke, Roberts moved aggressively towards the stranger, as if ready to strike him. He stopped abruptly, however, and rapidly took a step backwards in sudden alarm when he saw that the man in front of him was holding a Colt .45 pointed at his chest – a weapon that seemed to have come from nowhere in a fraction of a second.


Though daunted, Roberts added to his bluster by spitting at the stranger’s feet, but still kept a careful eye on the pistol pointing at him.


The stranger stood motionless but ignored the taunt with a look which appeared to be one of contempt rather than concern. The man holding the gun turned to the marshal. ‘Guess you better get this hothead out of my sight pretty damn quick before I do something we might all regret.’


Initially taken by surprise, the marshal recovered quickly and addressed Roberts in a tone designed to brook no dissent. ‘Do as the man says, Red, and make yourself scarce. I’m dealing with this and I don’t want trouble from you.’


Glowering, Roberts wisely did as he had been told, as the marshal turned his attention back to the stranger. ‘Perhaps you had better let me take care of that weapon, Mister,’ he said, and was pleasantly surprised at the readiness with which the stranger complied.
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