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The Last Water-hole


 


When ex-outlaw Bobbie Lee sees a rider approaching Beattie’s Halt he know it means trouble. Hours later his innocent son is gunned down in the saloon and three more hard-bitten strangers have joined the gunman called Van Gelderen. But who are they?


Two days later a second young man dies and the strangers leave town. But murder cannot go unpunished. Bobbie Lee, Will Blunt and his daughter, Cassie, pick up the trail outside Beattie’s Halt. In the scorching heat of the desert old feuds are settled in a six-gun blaze.
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Part One


 


The Rider









Chapter One


 


Bobbie Lee saw the distant rider when he was out watching his son, Jason, swilling the wide gallery that fronted The Last Water-hole saloon. Sweat was dripping from the 16-year old’s smooth chin as he threw the last bucket of soapy water over warped boards already steaming in the blistering sun. But he was grinning, his vacant blue eyes alight, his pleasure clear as he performed just about the one task that didn’t tax his simple mind.


Only maybe seeing the distant rider is the wrong way to put it, Bobbie Lee thought, as the black dot darted about like an annoying speck in the eye and the heat-haze shimmered against the dazzling white of the landscape transforming everything a man saw into a quivering, dancing mirage.


But he was there, no doubt about it. And alone.


Bobbie Lee stepped out of the way with a grin as Jason charged past with the empty bucket and thumped into the saloon. He watched the lad disappear into the shadows, then went to the rail and fired up a smoke. The drying boards creaked underfoot. The wooden rail that looked like it might have been painted, oh, maybe five years ago by someone who was half asleep at the time, was hot under his hands. He stood there, smoking, gazing contemplatively at his surroundings.


Thirty yards away, across a rutted expanse of white dust that served as a square, the sprawling shack that was Chip Morgan’s general store was like a derelict ship on a sea of sand. Morgan, in work pants and grey undershirt, was using hammer and six-inch nails on an outbuilding that over the summer had become detached from the main premises. As his wife, Alice, watched from the doorway with hands on hips, the store owner’s curses – almost drowning the thud and ring of the hammer – were like the coughing of a sick coyote.


Some way off to the east, Will Blunt’s farm was a cluster of four long, low-slung sheds and empty corrals that brought the sum total of the buildings in Beattie’s Halt to six – though what the hell Will and his wife, Beth, managed to farm in that godforsaken spot Bobbie Lee never had figured out in the twelve months since he rode into the halt and took over the run-down saloon.


And just how long Blunt’s daughter, Cassie, was going to put up with the old cowman’s cantankerous ways before jumping on her paint pony and pointing it towards the nearest big town was anybody’s guess.


There were certainly enough guesses being tossed around. Chip Morgan had two sons, Zeke and Ed. Both of those strapping fellers had courted Cassie Blunt, both had been sent packing to speculate on her future and how it meshed – or didn’t mesh – with theirs. Because it didn’t make sense for the one young – or medium young – woman in the Halt to stay around if she wasn’t going to wed and settle down.


But she had stayed. And the boys? Well, they’d decided that, for them, the Halt held no future at all; he’d been told that both of them had ridden away a couple of years ago at the end of a long winter. As far as Bobbie Lee knew, Zeke had headed East to make his fortune and Ed was working as wrangler or cowpoke on a ranch in southern Texas. Maybe they’d return, maybe not. If they did, they’d need ambition laced with a healthy slug of resilience if they were to do anything with a decaying settlement that was little more than a dusty ghost town.


Bobbie Lee drew on the cigarette, blew out a stream of smoke. He gazed towards Blunt’s farm, thought he saw the bright glint of Cassie’s flaxen hair but decided with some disappointment that it was just another mirage.


Which thought swung Bobbie Lee’s attention back to the distant rider. He squinted into the sun, looking beyond the tall, rickety windmill with its stationary vanes, across the water-tank that was two-thirds empty; across the peeled poles of the fence that Blunt had started one summer but never got around to finishing, and off into the near distance.


Yep. One rider. Comin’ in nice and easy like he was a feller considering the welfare of his horse. Not pushing. Looked like maybe he’d come across from San Angelo way, followed the Middle Concho and was now set back on his heels – in a manner of speaking – by the realization that what lay ahead of him were the daunting hundred-foot-high bluffs and buttresses that marked the edge of the vast, empty wilderness of the Llano Estacado: the Staked Plains.


Any man looking to cross that in midsummer, Bobbie Lee thought with amused cynicism, has got a posse hammering along his back trail or something mighty enticing up ahead, because in between where he is and where he’s going there sure as hell is a whole lot of nothing.


And in that moment, out of nowhere, Bobbie Lee knew this man was trouble.


 


Distance being deceptive, it took the man a full half hour to reach Beattie’s Halt. By then the gallery’s board floor was bone-dry and bleached white, Chip Morgan had flung the shiny hammer in the direction of Blunt’s empty corrals and come sweating and muttering across the expanse of dust, and he and Bobbie Lee were perched on stools on the customer’s side of the rough timber bar with glasses of tepid beer clutched in their big fists.


In the restful shadows on the edge of the sunlight shafting through the windows, they stared at nothing as the stranger tied his horse at the rail and clomped up the steps; out of the corner of their eyes saw his shadow stretch long across the sawdust as the door swung open and he stood motionless with the sun at his back; got an immediate impression of cat-like stealth and menace as he let the doors slap to and approached the bar.


‘The Last Water-hole,’ he said, in a voice grating with thirst. ‘Quite a name for a run-down saloon.’


Bobbie Lee looked at him. Saw a tall man, whip-thin, worn black hat with silver conchos sewn on the band, dark face white with dust; faded black clothing and a six-gun tied down on each lean thigh so his relaxed hands had no way of avoiding the walnut butts.


‘What do you see up ahead?’


‘The Staked Plains. A desert. Forty thousand square miles. No trees . . . nothing.’


Bobbie Lee nodded. ‘So what’s remarkable about the name?’


‘For one thing,’ the stranger said, ‘that’s not water you’re drinking.’


And now Bobbie Lee grinned. ‘Even the lizards pull a face at what passes for water in these parts.’


He slid down from the stool, walked around behind the bar, poured beer from a big jug and planted the glass before the lean man. It was picked up and drained at a single long draught. The man closed his eyes. Moisture from the drink had bitten into the dust around his lips. He wiped it with the back of his gloved hand, opened his eyes, took a deep breath and exhaled with satisfaction.


‘I must have tasted better beer,’ he said, ‘but I really can’t say when.’


‘Any man settin’ out across the plains,’ Chip Morgan said, ‘would be wise to stow that one in his memory so’s he can dream about it in the days lying ahead.’


‘Where I’m heading,’ the man said, ‘or if I’m heading nowhere at all, is none of your damn business.’


Yeah, Bobbie Lee thought, you’re trouble all right – but if he wasn’t heading anywhere, what kind of trouble could a man be planning in a settlement no better than a ghost town, on the edge of a landscape that was Hell on earth?


‘I reckon,’ Bobbie Lee said, ‘old Chip was speaking hypothetically.’


The man’s eyes – a washed out blue, Bobbie Lee noticed – settled on him like chips of ice.


‘You sound like a man,’ he said, ‘who thinks too deep and uses words most people don’t understand making comments that are just wasted breath.’


‘Then let me waste some more,’ Bobbie Lee said, and he reached beneath the bar, took hold of the big Greener shotgun and, without taking his eyes off the stranger, placed it on the bar. ‘You don’t look like a man about to set off across the Plains. I don’t recall too many men stopping off here by the purest chance. That being so – and as the rooms I can offer ain’t much different from that desert out there – I suggest you ride on to . . . wherever it is you’re going.’


‘About the only thing you got right about that,’ the stranger said, ‘is you wastin’ your breath. You’ve done it again.’


‘You’re not welcome here,’ Bobbie Lee said.


‘Bein’ welcome or not,’ the other man said, ‘has never been something that bothered me too much.’


‘Maybe the saloons or towns where you ain’t been welcome haven’t pushed you hard enough,’ Bobbie Lee said.


There was sudden movement and a light chuckle from the shadows at the end of the bar. A figure loomed. Eyes were bright and wide in a soft round face. A faint flush tinged the cheeks.


‘Leave it, Jason,’ Bobbie Lee said.


But the lad came forward. His tread was heavy. He was not a nimble youth. His innocent eyes were fixed on the stranger. One hand lifted. A finger pointed towards the door.


‘You’ve got to go, mister,’ he said – and again he chuckled with delight. ‘My pa, he don’t like you.’


‘Maybe your pa should express his own opinions—’


But then the stranger abruptly broke off. Jason was still moving towards him. He was deceptively fast. His hand still pointed towards the door. But the other reached for the stranger. Jason stumbled close, clumsy, ungainly, but bearing down on the gunman with one playful aim in his simple mind. His big hand came up and clamped on the stranger’s shoulder. He wrenched the man around, tried to swing him towards the door.


‘Jason!’ Bobbie Lee roared, and he started around the bar.


He forgot about the Greener.


Along the bar, Chip Morgan weighed up the situation. His eyes were narrowed. He came down weightily from the stool and lunged for the shotgun.


The man with the pale eyes moved with lazy speed.


His wiry body was braced against young Jason’s unnatural strength. He was still holding the empty glass. He let it fall. It hit the boards and shattered. With both hands free he went for his six-guns. The double draw was whisper smooth. His right hand was somewhat restricted, but he was unfazed. He brought the pistol up hard against young Jason’s soft belly. Rammed the muzzled savagely into the mound of flesh. And he pulled the trigger.


In the same instant the six-gun in his left hand roared.


Bobbie Lee was still coming around the end of the bar. He heard the roar of one six-gun. The strangely muffled discharge of the second. He saw the Greener flipped away from Chip Morgan’s desperately reaching hand as the hot lead rang against the barrel. Then Jason staggered backwards towards him. Bobbie Lee reached out – too late. The boy’s legs buckled. He flopped backwards to the floor. An arm was flung wide in the sawdust. His head rolled sideways. Already glazed, his eyes stared sightlessly towards the sunlight shafting through the door and sparkling on the shards of broken glass.


‘If he was too simple to see danger here and now,’ the stranger said with a terrible flat intonation, ‘he had no chance of staying alive for the next couple of days.’









Chapter Two


 


‘I don’t know what he meant,’ Bobbie Lee said. ‘I asked – and he laughed in my face.’


He was at the table in the kitchen at the back of The Last Water-hole. The uncurtained window looked out over the empty grassland. The sun had sunk behind the distant hills. Now the moon was floating, seeming to move lazily across a flamingo-pink evening sky washed with cool silver as high, drifting clouds crossed its face. Bobbie Lee couldn’t see the square, but he knew that an oil lamp glowed on the general store’s gallery. Chip Morgan was there, in the shadows, sharing a jug of whiskey with Will Blunt.


Will had stayed behind after the Halt’s residents had turned out for Jason’s burial. In the dusty cemetery the unshaven men had stood with their hats in their clasped hands and with heads bowed. The women had clustered in the shade of the lone cottonwood. For want of a clergyman it was Bobbie Lee who recited a simple prayer as the coffin was lowered.


He had been numb with shock, and conscious that every person there had seen Jason almost every day of his short life while he, Bobbie Lee, had been rampaging through the lawless West.


Cassie, too, had remained behind after the funeral, and with her question answered she was looking hard across the table at Bobbie Lee.


‘He murdered your son – but still you gave him a room.’


‘Look on it as a period of waitin’ and watchin’,’ Bobbie Lee said. ‘For some damn reason there’s a couple of days to go to something we don’t know about. There’s a clock tickin’ the time away, and we don’t know why. But if that feller’s stuck here in the Halt waitin’ along with us, then he sure as hell ain’t goin’ nowhere.’


He always felt slightly uneasy in blonde Cassie’s presence. He supposed it was embarrassment, but for the life of him he couldn’t figure that out. He guessed she was pushing thirty. As he was thirty-six, they were roughly of an age. So why the discomfort?


She was watching him now, and despite the sympathy at his loss her face and her blue eyes couldn’t entirely lose her habitual look of mild amusement. Bobbie Lee always got the impression she was secretly laughing at him and he couldn’t figure out why.


‘So he’s here paying you rent for a room like a jail cell, and you’re content to watch and wait?’


‘That’s about the size of it.’ He grinned in the lamplight. ‘And ain’t that what we do most days here in the Halt?’


‘And you’ve got no ideas?’


‘No more than you – unless you know something and ain’t tellin’.’


‘I know his type – but that’s all.’


Did she, Bobbie Lee wondered? The stranger was a gunslinger. No damn doubt about that. But if Cassie was saying she recognized the type, well, that surely led to a whole lot of unanswered questions, and maybe explained her amusement.


She was pursing soft lips as he studied her face. ‘One man. A gunslinger. On his own.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Nothing happens here in the Halt, Bobbie Lee. A man could set waiting for twelve long months, and he’d be a full year older but in no way any wiser.’


‘So if there’s nothing for him,’ Bobbie Lee said, ‘why’s he come here, why’s he waitin’?’


‘And why did he gun down your son?’


Bobbie Lee slowly shook his head. There was a whiskey bottle on the table. An empty glass in front of him. He’d touched neither. A glass of water in front of Cassie was also untouched. Bobbie Lee poked a finger at his glass. Moved it around on the table. Pulled a face as he thought about that question.


Why? Why would a man walk in and gun down a helpless boy?


‘He was making a point, stamping his authority,’ he said softly. ‘He walked in, and straight off he was the hard man. A fool could see that. But lookin’ hard and actin’ hard ain’t the same as slamming home the message in a way that hits folks smack beteen the eyes. Then Jason walked in and acted the way he always did – and the man had his excuse.’


‘So now he’s a man to be feared,’ Cassie said, and nodded agreement. ‘You’re right, Bobbie Lee. You and Chip and my pa, after what he’s done you’ll all think twice about crossing him. And when you come up against a man like that, if you take the time to think twice – you’re dead.’


‘He’s ridden in, and he’s set the stage,’ Bobbie Lee said, firm in that conviction but not entirely agreeing with Cassie. The days were long gone when he would think twice about crossing men like this stranger. Fifteen years ago, lacking in experience, well, maybe so. But now. . . .


‘That’s what he’s done, he’s set the stage,’ Cassie said, as she rose to leave and reached across to touch Bobbie Lee’s hand. ‘Now all we’ve got to do is wait for curtain up and the show to commence.’


 


Later, lying under a single blanket on the cot in his room, Bobbie Lee thought about Jason, and mulled over the mysteries of life and death.


As a father, he supposed he should be experiencing grief at the boy’s death, but all he could recognize was anger. That, he knew, was the emotion most men would feel at such a senseless killing. And because of the way things had turned out, he never had been much more than that to young Jason: just another man, another stranger who from time to time appeared out of nowhere and just as quickly rode away across the north Texas plains.


Sixteen years back, he’d been a young married man. But a difficult childbirth had snatched his wife from him and left him with a damaged son who never would put much distance between himself and childhood. That prospect was clear from the outset. For Bobbie Lee, it was too much to take. His wife had died. His son needed constant care. And so he left one-year-old Jason in the care of his grandmother, and spent the next fifteen years roaming the West pursued by an awful guilt that changed his character, turned him into a different man. A violent man. A man feared by all, but respected only by those outlaws who envied his prowess with a gun.


And then – then what? After fifteen years, what had gone wrong? Or, to put it in a more favourable light, what had gone right?


Bobbie Lee stirred uneasily on the hard mattress. He could hear the clink of bottle and glass through the thin wall, and knew that in the next room the stranger was lying awake. His kind would not be tormented by guilt. He would be looking back on a job well done; the first phase of a plan successfully accomplished; a base established in a small, cowed community on the edge of the Staked Plains.


But a base from which to launch – what?


What the hell, Bobbie Lee thought, is going on here?


Easier by far, he knew, to explain what had happened twelve months ago to put an end to his own fifteen years of hell-raising. That was an easy one: his mother had died. A death had changed his life. Made everything right. Brought him home. Given him the ownership of the saloon once run by his father.


Left him, for twelve months, caring for a son he had never succeeded in knowing. Or, God help him, in loving.


Now he’s gone, Bobbie Lee thought bitterly. And all he had left was the settlement of Beattie’s Halt and an establishment called The Last Water-hole on the edge of a great white desert, and if the stranger who had ridden in was planning on taking any of that away from him, well, he could think again.


A death had brought Bobbie Lee home to a year of contentment. A senseless death had shattered that calm and taken away his only son. And if it took more deaths to restore order and enable Bobbie Lee to hang on to what he had left – and let his neighbours go on living the life they had chosen – well, fifteen years of riding the owlhoot would make him a very hard man to beat.


And, as he drifted into sleep, Bobbie Lee had a sneaking suspicion that blonde Cassie was already well aware of that fact.
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