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Bad Blood in Kansas


 


John Carshalton, late of the British Army, returns to the town of Arabella in Kansas to take up a new job as town sheriff. He quickly earns the respect of the townspeople and enjoys a peaceful life until he gets word of outlaw gangs terrorizing towns along the Kansas–Missouri border. US Army intelligence suggests that these are no ordinary gangs, but part of a larger, more sinister force, and when John is asked by an army officer to pose as a deserter from the British Army in Canada and try to infiltrate whatever kind of force is being raised, he agrees, believing this to be a simple fact-finding mission. However, John soon finds him caught up in a web of violence and intrigue that threatens to destroy him and all he holds dear.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


Isaac Townsend would never be sure how long the lone rider had sat at the top of the hill watching him plough.


It was mid-afternoon and he was ploughing the last piece of land he owned that was not already being used for crops. He needed every piece of arable that he could find, but this ground was stubborn and unyielding and the muscles of his back strained as he fought to help the big horses drag the plough through the hard ground. His head was down, eyes staring at the dust as he drove forward.


Something made him look up and there the man sat watching him with amusement. Isaac took in at once the dull grey of the man’s uniform, the red sash around the waist, the battered kepi pushed back on his head. The man raised the cap in mock salute and then threw back his head and let out an animal-like shriek. This was answered at once by dozens more voices. The man galloped forward, past Isaac and down towards the bottom of the field.


Immediately he saw the other riders flitting through the trees at the bottom of the field he knew that there was danger. He struggled out of the leather straps that fixed him to the horse and plough and began to run down the field towards his small farmhouse. He stumbled and fell at one point and a sharp stone tore through the leg of his breeches and gashed his knee. He vaguely thought, ‘Annie will give me hell for that.’


He ran through the trees at the bottom of the field and then he could see his cabin and barn at the top of the rise. He could see wisps of smoke from the back of the house and the barn was ablaze.


‘Annie!’ he shouted as he rushed up the hill towards the cabin.


She appeared from the back of the cabin, her blonde hair darkened by smoke and her face smeared with soot and grime. She was coughing heavily. He ran to her and pulled her up in his arms.


‘I saved the house, Isaac,’ she croaked. ‘I saved the house. We lost the barn. I got the cow out but we lost the barn.’


Tears were streaking through the soot now. He held her to him, soothing and gentle as she sobbed against him. He fought his own tears as he watched the big barn he had been so proud of burn. He remembered the warm spring day the neighbours had come to help him build it. Trestle tables laid out with food and beer. Old Perry Connor sawing away on his fiddle. He remembered thinking he had probably never been so happy in all his life.


She pulled back slightly and looked up at him. ‘They were Rebs, Isaac. They were Johnny Rebs. That don’t make no sense.’


He looked past her over to the distant shape of the town. He could already see smoke and flames rising. He even fancied he heard gunshots and screams.


He looked down at her. ‘No, Annie, it don’t.’


No sense whatsoever, he thought. He had believed he had done enough; fought hard enough for the Union cause, and helped to defeat the enemy in a war that had finished six years before.


He stood helplessly, feeling lost.


‘No, Annie, it don’t make no sense whatever.’









CHAPTER TWO


 


Josh Ramsey sat and watched the cloud of dust from the buckboard getting closer. He felt relaxed and at peace. The heat of the day was beginning to fade and he was enjoying the slight cool that was creeping into the air.


Around him the small Kansas town of Arabella bustled.


A year ago, bustle was not a word you would have applied to Arabella, but that was before the shoot-out.


The town had been forgotten and passed by in the rush west, but everything changed when a young English army captain misguidedly went absent without leave from his regiment in Canada having killed a man in a duel. That Englishman, heading west through Kansas, stepped in to save an old lawman who was in a fix, and in doing so made a friend who stood with him when the dead man’s brother, a hired assassin and a group of outlaws combined to put the town in danger.


What happened was a shoot-out, the result of which being that suddenly everybody knew where Arabella was and quite a few wanted to go there. Arabella had notoriety.


Now the cause of it all, John Carshalton, was coming home.


After the gunfight John had decided to go back to Canada and face the music. He took with him Connie Brady, a saloon girl who had fallen madly in love with him, and it had taken near death to make John realize that he felt just the same about her. He had taken her back to be married, although what his wealthy English parents and the British Army had made of Connie, Josh could only imagine.


He could see the two of them, still blurred by the slight heat haze and the small cloud of dust being raised by the wheels of the buggy.


All Josh did know was that the court martial that John had attended had ended better that anybody would have thought and he was given an honourable discharge from the army; indeed he could have retained his commission. Also the marriage had gone ahead, and those two facts were all Josh needed to know at this stage.


He lost sight of the buggy for a moment as it disappeared behind the buildings at the edge of town and then moments later reappeared trotting down Main Street towards the sheriff’s office and jailhouse. Josh rose to his feet and stepped to the edge of the sidewalk.


John pulled the horses to a stop and grinned up at Josh. The familiar boyish good looks were still there, marred only by a small scar on his face from over-exuberant use of a sabre in training and a missing ear lobe taken away by a shot from a duelling pistol on this very street.


‘About time,’ was Josh’s gruff greeting to John.


John beamed back. ‘And a very good day to you, Deputy Sheriff Ramsey. I trust we find you in good health, old chap.’


Josh’s eyes fell on Connie, who smiled warmly back at him. She was just the same, soft and pretty with long black hair and dark eyes. Josh had always had a soft spot for Connie and she forced the first smile from him.


‘Well, Mrs. Carshalton, I do declare that marriage agrees with you. Damn it if you are not prettier than ever . . .’


Connie blushed and Josh wondered how long it had been since he had been able to make a saloon girl blush, then figured that he had probably never been able to do it. In any case this girl was no longer a saloon girl.


John was gazing around him in amazement. From where he sat he could see what were clearly a hotel, a bank, a schoolhouse and the beginnings of a church.


‘Josh, what has happened to Arabella?’


‘Well, to start with, you happened to it, a gunfight happened to it and then Mr Declan Finn happened to it.’


‘Declan Finn?’


‘Mr Finn is what is known these days as a businessman. Back in my day we might have called him something else.’


‘You sound as though you don’t approve of Mr Finn?’


‘Ain’t for me to approve or disapprove. He don’t break any laws and the town is benefitting from what he is doing. We now have a bank, a hotel, and the church and schoolhouse are near done. Don’t you worry none, John, you’ll meet Finn soon enough.’


‘I was surprised enough when you said we had a hotel. Did you book us into it?’


‘Nope.’


‘Why, pray?’


‘Mr Finn would not accept your booking. The reason Mr Finn would not accept your booking is that Mr Finn has built you a house.’


‘He has what?’


‘Mr Finn did not think that the man who is becoming our town sheriff should live in the hotel. So then, he had a house built.’


Connie’s face had lit up at the mention of a house, but now she was expressionless, watching John carefully to see what his reaction would be.


‘We will book into the hotel and then I will speak with Mr Finn.’


John was aware that Connie’s face had fallen slightly but when he looked over at her she just smiled encouragingly. He turned back to Josh.


‘Do you think you can arrange a meeting?’


‘I sure can. Declan Finn is like a prairie dog on heat to meet you.’


‘Why?’


‘Declan Finn is a careful man. He wants to do business in this town and he wants anybody he thinks is important on his side. Hell, he’s even buying me drinks and I’m retiring.’ He looked anxiously at John. ‘I am retiring, right?’


John looked surprised. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


Josh looked set to explode. ‘Damn you, John. It was all agreed. You are taking over as sheriff. I’m stepping down.’


John smiled serenely. ‘And so it is, my quick-tempered friend. I just wanted to test that you are as gullible as always.’


Josh snarled, ‘One of these days,’ and then broke into a broad grin. ‘Damn I’ve missed you, you arrogant English . . .’ He suddenly became aware of Connie. ‘Sorry, ma’am.’


Connie broke into giggles. ‘Josh, did you just “ma’am” me? Nobody worried about cussing in front of me when I worked at the Drovers’ Rest.’


‘Yeah, well you don’t work at the Drovers any more. You are a respectable married woman and you are either ma’am or Mrs. Carshalton, and if any of those bar flies get confused over that let me know and I’ll straighten them out.’


Connie jumped down from the buggy, rushed to Josh and threw her arms around him, kissing him on the cheek. ‘Oh Josh, it is so good to be back.’


Josh hugged her back, awkwardly at first and then tightly. ‘And it’s good to have you back, both of you. Now go and get checked in to Arabella’s classy new hotel and I will let Finn know you’re here.’


 


Alexander Julius Hannibal Fairweather III enjoyed a good flogging. That is to say that he enjoyed seeing them administered to others. He had no desire to feel the bite of the lash on his own skin.


However, sitting in his favourite chair in the middle of the parade ground watching as a soldier, stripped to the waist, twisted and turned and cried out at each crack of the whip was Fairweather’s idea of an afternoon well spent.


Fairweather was only 33 years old but the narrow pinched face and protruding chin aged him. He smiled little, but this afternoon he did allow himself a broad grin, made broader by the fact that Regimental Sergeant Major Breeze stood a few feet away and hated every moment of the punishment that was being dealt out to one of his men.


‘You have no stomach for this I suspect, Breeze.’ The slow Southern drawl seemed to emphasize the contempt in his voice.


Breeze took a deep breath and controlled his anger. ‘I have stomach for most things, General, but I can’t abide a flogging.’


‘Can you not? Well stop your men from stealing and you will see the lash used no more.’


‘We had been on patrol, sir. He went to the mess to see if there was food, and there was.’


‘Understand this, Sergeant Major Breeze. The men will eat when I tell them to eat. They will drink when I tell them to drink, and they will defecate when I tell them they can. Is that understood?’


‘I think you have made the point, General.’


‘Hmmm, do you, do you now?’ He made a steeple of his fingers and stared thoughtfully at the punishment being administered by a less than enthusiastic corporal.


He paused long enough for a couple more lashes to be applied and then as though having finally solved a great problem waved his hand at the corporal, who stepped away with obvious relief and let the victim sag unconscious in his chains.


Breeze stood motionless, staring ahead, his face expressionless. He had had many officers he disliked over the years, but not one he disliked as intensely as General Alexander Fairweather, head of the New Army of Northern Virginia.


Fairweather was born into a rich Southern family with a long tradition of military glory behind them, a tradition that the family boasted stretched back to Agincourt and beyond. He had grown up learning of the great warriors of the ancient world that had supplied his names and those of his father and grandfather.


His most precious toys had been his hobby horse and his wooden sword, the latter used liberally to beat the Negro children who were forced to play with him. His place in the army was a foregone conclusion and he duly attended West Point Military Academy.


However, on the eve of his graduation Virginia seceded from the Union and he went home immediately to take up arms to fight for the freedom of the South.


His war however, did not work out as he planned. He was made a lieutenant but he proved to be an unpopular officer with his men and he constantly found himself sent to command details guarding supply trains, and even for a time the military prison at Andersonville where he could, at least, give expression to his natural cruelty.


Shortage of officers meant he could not be kept from the front line forever and he found himself in July 1864 at that bloodbath, outstanding even after so many bloodbaths, which became known within the three-day battle of Gettysburg as The Wheat Field.


That innocent-looking field of swaying wheat ready for harvest became a place of bloody slaughter, of attack and counter-attack, until at last the impatient Alexander was given the order to lead his company as part of what the Confederate generals believed, quite wrongly, would be the final assault that would drive the Yankees from the field.


This was what the young lieutenant had been waiting for all his life. Now at last was his chance to add himself to the long line of heroes, to be able to tell grandchildren his own tales of derring-do.


It vexed Fairweather later that he could never quite remember what the rallying cry was that he gave his men before they moved forward. He hoped it was ‘Follow me, men, through hell and out the other side,’ but he was plagued with an awful doubt that he might have thought of that heroic challenge later.


Whatever the cry had been, as he rushed forward his men rushed after him. Whilst they, in common with almost every other soldier he had ever commanded, hated him deeply, they were forced to admit he was doing the one thing he was asked to do and that was to lead from the front.


With a mighty rebel yell they surged forward behind their officer.


At this moment Fairweather realized that he had failed to draw his sword. To try to stop and do it would have been to have his men brought to a halt behind him, so he had no choice but to draw it as he ran, and immediately sliced it deeply through his leg just above the knee. With a scream he fell.


His men would have naturally assumed that he had taken a Yankee musket ball and continued on, many of them trampling over their fallen leader, whether by accident or design nobody would ever know. The Confederate soldiers rushed on into hell but without Alexander Fairweather III to lead them out the other side most of them died in that open space already liberally covered with corpses.


Fairweather recovered consciousness to find himself alone in the dark and weak from loss of blood. He crawled, confused, in what he hoped was the direction of the Confederate position but found himself surrounded by a Union patrol and was taken to an exhausted field surgeon already standing next to a pile of amputated limbs, to which Lieutenant Alexander Fairweather’s festering lower leg was quickly added.


Fairweather spent the remainder of the war in the Federal Army prison in Chicago. He now had the time to feel a great sense of grievance at being abandoned, as he believed, by his own army and a festering hatred for the Federal government at the appalling treatment he received in the prison. The irony of the latter complaint was lost on him.


But now at last, sitting in his own army camp in the thin sunshine of Missouri, Alexander Fairweather III felt that his chance was coming to change the course of history. He smoothed down his uniform, admiring the crisp lines of the grey tunic and pants; even the careful fold of the right leg of the pants just above the missing knee looked fine and military.


The pleasure of the flogging had put him in good humour even with the taciturn Breeze.


‘I have congratulated Captain White on the success of the last mission, Breeze, and he was generous in his praise of you and the men.’


Breeze’s face hardened. Praise from a sewer rat like White was no praise at all as far as he was concerned. Fairweather was chatting cheerfully on.


‘You stirred up a hornet’s nest and then swatted them. You have sent a clear message of our intent without, at this stage, any great loss of life. I think the farmers and the store owners know we are here.’


‘The men did well, General,’ Breeze said with only a touch of sullenness, and he looked pointedly at the now empty post where blood could be seen soaking into the dust.


Fairweather wondered whether to react to this hint of insolence but decided to take the words at face value and continued to admire his uniform instead.


Of course, he thought, he was young to be a general in peacetime but then when you can choose your own rank all things are possible, and in any case, he reasoned, it would not be peacetime for long.


 


Josh’s description of the Arabella Central Hotel was no exaggeration. John and Connie entered a lobby area with soft carpet on the floor and leather chairs set around low polished tables. The windows were curtained and potted plants stood around. It was a far cry from the Drovers’ Rest Saloon and Boarding House, the hospitality of which could best be described as ‘basic’.


The desk clerk, on hearing John’s name, immediately discovered that the only room unoccupied was the Bridal Suite, which of course would, by way of apology for the inconvenience, be let at the same rate as a standard room. John doubted any of this was true but was becoming too tired from the journey to care, and besides, he had disappointed Connie once already today and decided this time just to enjoy her excited expression. He allowed the bellhop to gather the bags and lead them up the wide carpeted stairs to a room so well appointed that Connie could not suppress a small squeal of delight.


As Connie began to unpack, John sat in a chair by the window and gazed down the main street at the new businesses that were beginning to spring up.


The old general store was still there. It was there that he had been given a box room at the back to sleep in, in return for helping in the shop. In that box room, he had read The Pickwick Papers to Connie by candlelight after she had finished her duties at the saloon, and Connie had fallen in love with the quietly spoken Englishman, burdened as he was by duty and guilt.


After some thirty minutes the bellhop was back with a message that Mr Declan Finn would be honoured to receive Mr and Mrs Carshalton in his office for some light refreshment.


Declan Finn’s office was just behind the lobby and was every bit as grand as the rest of the hotel. Josh was already there, sprawled in one of the comfortable armchairs. Declan Finn sat behind a large leather-topped desk, and both men rose as John and Connie entered.


John had expected to see a mature man and was surprised see that Declan was in his twenties and therefore not much older than himself. He was shorter than John and already beginning to show some paunch around the middle but the face was youthful and handsome and the smile broad and welcoming. He advanced around the desk. ‘John Carshalton, I presume.’


They shook hands, both bowing slightly, with a firm ‘How do you do.’ John turned to bring Connie forward. ‘May I present my wife, Concepta.’


Declan bowed deeply, taking Connie’s hand and bringing to his lips. ‘Mrs. Carshalton, welcome.’ He straightened but retained her hand a little longer. ‘Our friend Mr Ramsey is a fine lawman but when it comes to describing you he has not come close to doing justice to your beauty.’


Connie smiled at Declan and John could see the slight hardening of her eyes. If Declan wanted to impress Connie, flowery praise was not the way to do it.


‘Would that be a Limerick accent I hear there, Declan?’


Declan laughed, ‘Indeed it would, madam, indeed it would, and a fine Irish girl yourself I hear.’


‘Long ago, Mr Finn. I like to think of myself as an American now.’


‘As indeed do we all, Mrs. Carshalton. Now please, would you join me in a little light refreshment?’


They sat around a small table on which were tea and a plate covered in small delicate pastries beside which stood a large decanter of Madeira wine.


When all this had been dispensed and the niceties observed John asked the question he had been longing to ask from the moment he had shaken hands with the Irishman.


‘Forgive my directness, Mr Finn . . .’


‘Declan, please. I feel we are all going to be friends here.’ John exchanged a glance with Josh, who was chewing suspiciously on a pastry, trying to decide what was in it.


‘Forgive my directness, Declan, but what line of business are you in?’


‘More than one, Sheriff.’


‘I fear you are a little premature, Declan. I am not yet sheriff of Arabella.’


‘But surely it is a mere formality?’


‘That’s what I keep telling him,’ Josh interrupted through a mouthful of pastry. ‘He’s riding to Abilene day after tomorrow to be sworn in. I was only a deputy, of course, but John here being a hero and a fearsome man with a revolver gets to be a full-blown sheriff.’


Declan looked around uncertainly at this but there was a twinkle in the eye of the old lawman and John laughed.


‘I am a married man, Josh. I need all the money I can get.’


Declan beamed at them, ‘And may I be one of the first in Arabella to congratulate you. And you, Mrs. Carshalton. Now, do you find the room to your liking?’


Connie smiled, ‘Very comfortable indeed.’


John leaned forward. ‘I was saying, Declan, that I am curious as to what business you are involved in.’


Declan reluctantly took his eyes off Connie and turned back to John.


‘Of course you are. You will already have found the town much changed and I will admit that I have made my modest contribution to the changes. You see, Sheriff . . .’


John waved his hand. ‘John will suffice for the present.’


‘As you will. You see, John, after the events that occurred so many months ago, Arabella acquired a certain notoriety. Would you not agree, Josh?’


Josh was caught by surprise lifting another pastry to his mouth, having given up trying to identify what was inside but deciding they tasted well enough.


‘Damn right – sorry Connie – after news of the shoot-out got around they came pouring in from the east thicker than flies on a dead buffalo.’


‘As Josh so colourfully describes. Arabella quickly became what could best be described as a tourist attraction. Naturally as a man with an eye for business I could see that this town needed a good hotel, no disrespect to the establishment already in operation.’


Josh stopped for a moment between pastries to snort derisively. ‘Even the cockroaches wouldn’t stay at the Drovers’.’


‘However,’ Declan continued ‘once I had built this I knew that the notoriety of the shoot-out would not last indefinitely and I would need other types of customers to serve. There were two – one, the hunting parties from the east going west to where the buffalo is plentiful. Not only am I giving them a place to stay en route, I have engaged the services of well-known buffalo hunters and organize and supply the hunting parties. Secondly, we have businessmen.’


John raised an eyebrow. ‘I was not aware there was much business to be done in Arabella.’


‘One word, John – grain.’


‘Grain?’


‘Kansas is fast establishing itself as a farming state. Farmers want to sell grain. I want to buy it and sell it on. I am planning a number of large grain stores just on the edge of town. If I can move sufficient quantities I may be able to interest the railroad in laying a spur line out here with all the attendant prosperity that would bring.’


Josh had finally hit his pastry quota and was busily washing them down with fine Madeira. ‘What Declan means is prosperity for him.’


Declan smiled, ‘As you can tell, Josh does not much like me.’


‘Ain’t a matter of liking, Declan, I like you well enough, it’s just that I don’t trust you. I have this feeling that one night I am going to go to sleep in Arabella and wake up in Finnville.’


‘And there you are wrong, my friend. My mother, God rest her soul, was always known as Bella. A fine name for a fine woman, so one of the things that attracted me to this town was the name. Arabella will always be Arabella while I am here.’


He turned to John, who was digesting the information given.


‘Now John, perhaps you can answer a question for me.’


John nodded. ‘I’ll try.’


‘Honoured as I am to have you staying in my hotel – and please let me know if there is anything I can do to make your stay more comfortable – I will own to a small disappointment that you and your lovely wife are not enjoying the intimacy of your own home. I had dearly hoped it would be to your liking.’
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