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Martin Quincy finds himself unwittingly involved in a murder, following which he is beaten and left for dead in the Painted Desert.


On the run for a crime he did not commit, and valiantly responsible for an orphaned child, he must summon all his strength and determination to wreak revenge on the men who betrayed him and complete his most audacious quest yet.
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Chapter 1


 


They say a man can go three weeks without food; but only three days without water. Still, as the Good Book says, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone’ and there are other things which can sustain a body, besides food and water. The thirst for revenge, for example.


It was now a shade under three days since so much as a drop of water had moistened the parched and cracked lips of Martin Quincy; but still he was alive and his body was functioning well enough to keep him moving across the barren landscape. True, he was in a lamentable state, but Quincy’s fierce and unquenchable lust for vengeance against the men who had left him helpless and alone in the desert, prevented him from lying down and dying. He was damned if he would die before settling accounts with them.


Quincy had picked up with the three men when they invited him to join a poker game in a cramped and poky cantina on the road to Maricopa Wells. He had been down on his luck and drifting slowly south towards Tucson in the hope of finding work. He had a little stake money, just over twenty dollars, and managed to hold his own in the game; ending about ten dollars up by the end of the evening’s play. Several times during the course of the game, Quincy had looked up to see one or other of the men staring at him speculatively and in the end, he had said irritably, ‘What are you fellows looking at, so? Do I have a smudge on my nose or something of the kind?’


‘Don’t take on,’ said the man who called himself Ryan, ‘We’ve been looking for a body to help us in a little work. You look a likely enough type. How about it, you want in?’


‘The hell kind of a question’s that?’ asked Quincy. ‘In on what? What is this work?’


‘Not here,’ said Ryan softly, ‘Let’s you and me take a little walk, down the road a ways.’


The three men were so obviously up to no good, that Quincy thought at first that they might be planning to rob him. Well, that was fine, if they wanted to try it. Nobody had yet succeeded in the whole course of his life in taking advantage of Martin Quincy in that way. He got to his feet and as Ryan also stood, said to him quietly, ‘Just the two of us, hey?’


‘Surely,’ said the other man, looking a little puzzled. Then he twigged and said with a laugh, ‘Ah, you don’t trust us, is that it? Think we’re going to jump you for your money? Nothing o’ the sort.’


Once they were walking side by side in the darkness, Ryan said, ‘Would you call yourself an honest man?’


‘What is this, you a priest or something? What does it matter to you how honest I am?’


‘Here’s how the land lies. Me and my friends have it in mind to undertake a little business with the Southern Pacific Railroad Company. We need another pair o’ hands. It’s not such as would suit a fellow who is too much worried about honesty and suchlike. So if you’re a delicate type, best tell me now and we’ll forget the whole thing.’


‘You mean a robbery? How much we talkin’ of here?’


‘If you’re in, then your share’ll be better than three thousand dollars.’


‘How long’ll this “work” take?’ asked Quincy.


‘No more than half an hour.’


Beggars can’t be choosers and the way things had been going lately, it wouldn’t be long before Quincy was indeed next door to being a beggar, so he had agreed to join in with whatever project it was that Ryan and his two friends were involved in. This turned out to be holding up and robbing the Tucson Flyer, as it approached Maricopa Wells on its way to Yuma. There would be, according to Ryan, over $12,000 in gold coins, contained in a safe in the express car at the back of the train.


At various points in his life, Quincy had stolen cash money. The money had always belonged to large companies; he would have scorned to steal from an ordinary man like himself. He didn’t like such activities much, but needs must when the devil drives. None of his previous thefts had entailed coming face to face with a man and stealing from him directly; they had been frauds and cheats, rather than straightforward robberies. Nevertheless, times were getting harder and harder, and Quincy had a hankering to give up his wandering life and put down roots somewhere. Maybe a little farm or something of that sort. He wasn’t eligible under the Homesteader’s Act to a quarter section, having had the misfortune to have fought on the losing side in the war, so he would need to buy such a place for his own self, using money which he had raised. Three thousand dollars might just do the trick. It was this dream of his which blinded him to the fact that holding up a train was a horse of a very different colour from most of the schemes in which he had been mixed up over the years.


According to Ryan, the Tucson Flyer had to slow down to a crawl as it came nigh to Maricopa Wells. Ryan and his friends would tackle the express car, but they needed a man to hold the driver and stoker at gunpoint and ensure that the men didn’t try to start moving the train until the robbery had been successfully concluded. The railroad line ran right along the edge of the Gila Desert and they would make their escape in that direction; losing any pursuers in the trackless wastes of that bleak and inhospitable wilderness. After riding into the desert for a day or two, they would then emerge miles from the scene of the robbery and go their own separate ways. And all this would earn Quincy just over $3,000, which would, God willing, be enough to set him up in a little place of his own.


When a man is coming up towards forty years of age, as Quincy was in that year of 1882, he sometimes finds that he wishes to slow down a little and settle somewhere quiet for a spell. Somehow, Quincy had never managed to save any of the money that he made since the war; it had run through his fingers like water. The prospect of having a substantial sum of money now, an amount which would set him up comfortably somewhere, was an all too attractive one to a man who only had a little over thirty dollars to show for his whole life’s work to date.


So six days after that poker game, Martin Quincy found himself mounted on his horse, with his neckerchief pulled up over his mouth and nose, waiting by the side of the railroad about five miles from Maricopa Wells. The Tucson Flyer was due in no more than a half hour and his role in the affair was simply to haul himself into the driver’s cab and then order the driver at gunpoint to bring the locomotive to a halt.


The initial stages of the robbery went as smoothly as you could hope. The train toiled up the steep incline leading to Maricopa at no more than a brisk walking pace. Perhaps the driver had seen the four riders up ahead, but if so, there was little enough that he could do about it. The locomotive was working flat-out, just to haul the line of carriages up the slope, so there was no question of speeding up.


When the train was just fifty yards from them, Quincy dismounted and ran towards it. He grabbed a hold of the rail alongside the cab and then pulled himself up. Neither the driver nor the stoker seemed to be unduly surprised at this development. They had probably guessed what was in the wind, as soon as they had caught sight of the four men waiting for them. Quincy pulled his pistol and, without actually pointing it at either of the other men, said, ‘You know what’s needful. Just do it now and we’ll be off and away in next to no time.’


The driver was an old fellow of about sixty. He looked at Quincy with undisguised contempt and said, ‘You’re like to hang for this, if anybody gets hurt.’


‘Nobody’s goin’ to get hurt. Not if you all do as I say now.’


The driver applied the brakes and with a great hissing of steam and screeching of steel on steel, the train ground to a halt.


Quincy didn’t see anything of the actual robbery, his part in the business being limited to ensuring that the train itself remained stationery during the proceedings. He found it a mite embarrassing to stand there in that small compartment, pointing a gun at the two men. After a few seconds, he tried to relieve the tension by saying, ‘Have you fellows been working long for the Southern Pacific?’ They both ignored him and he did not speak again.


Perhaps two minutes after the train had been stopped, there came the sound of a pistol shot, away at the other end of the train, where the express car was located. There was no more shooting though and Quincy’s mind was eased when he realized that there was not going to be some kind of gun battle. No more than five minutes later, Ryan and the other two rode up and demanded to know whether Quincy wished to accompany them or if he would prefer to stay there and wait for the law to catch up with him. He swung down, and then mounted his horse. The four of them then cantered off into the desert.


‘Say,’ said Quincy, ‘What happened back there? I heard a shot.’


‘What do you care?’ said one of the others, a man called Tucker. ‘We got the gold, which is all that matters.’


Thinking back on it later, Quincy knew that this was the point at which he was aware that things hadn’t gone well. At the time though, he was so anxious to put as many miles between himself and the Southern Pacific Railroad Line, that he did not pursue the matter further and just kept on riding.


That evening, they divided up the spoils. The safe had contained exactly twelve thousand, eight hundred dollars; all of it in gold. According to Ryan, this money was bound for the banks in Yuma. Each of the four men accordingly had three thousand, two hundred dollars in ten dollar gold pieces. Quincy had never seen so much money in his life. He reached into the saddle-bag where he had placed his own share and ran his fingers through it, hardly able to come to terms with his good fortune. On an impulse, he took out a handful of coins and thrust them into the pocket of his pants.


Their ride had taken them deep into the Gila Desert, and Quincy knew that he would have been hard pressed to find his own way out of the rocky wastes. If it hadn’t been for that, he most probably would have left the other men and been on his way immediately. As it was, he felt that it would be madness to leave their company until they were at least clear of the desert. He calculated that they were probably the better part of thirty miles now from the edge of the arid wilderness.


The fourth member of the band, a short, foul-mouthed Mexican called Lopez, was telling a dirty story and since this was not the kind of thing which Quincy cared to hear, he went off, away from the others, on the pretext of making water. He walked a fair distance; there was no danger of becoming separated from the three other men, because he could hear their voices, laughing and shouting profanities. When he returned, he found that the other men were talking about the recent hold-up of the train. It was a moonless night and they had not yet seen him, so Quincy stood stock still and listened; wondering if he would find out what that shot had been about.


‘He was one stubborn bastard, him in the express car,’ said Ryan, whose voice was distinctive, ‘I don’t think he believed we’d do it.’


Lopez said, ‘He learn different, no? His face when you shot the woman! And then when you offered to kill her child as well, that got results.’


The others laughed, but then stopped when Quincy walked into their midst. He said, ‘Hey, don’t let me spoil your fun. What’s this about shooting a woman?’


‘Let it go, Quincy,’ said Ryan easily, ‘We got the money, that’s all that counts.’


‘What happened to the woman?’ asked Quincy again, this time with a noticeable edge to his voice. ‘I got a right to know. If we’re caught, then I’ll get the same as you men. What happened?’


‘Ah, that’s nothing to the purpose,’ said Tucker, ‘We ain’t agoin’ to get caught, so it doesn’t matter.’


‘It matters to me,’ Quincy said sharply, ‘I’m asking you straight Ryan, what’s this about shootin’ a woman?’


‘Well if you’ll have it, then here’s what chanced when we went to get the express car opened up. It was armoured, with a stout door which only had a little slit in it, covered with wire mesh. The guard, he peers out and says, “I ain’t lettin’ you boys rob this car and there’s an end of it!” So I sent Lopez here, off to fetch a woman. The one he picked had a child with her, little boy, eight or nine and he insisted on coming too.’


Tough as he was and despite being a veteran of the Civil War, Quincy felt the blood draining from his cheeks as he listened to Ryan’s account. He said, very quietly, ‘Please tell me that you didn’t kill her?’


‘We ask the man to open up the car,’ said Lopez, ‘But he say, “Get to hell, you bandits!” Then he say, “You wouldn’t kill an innocent person. You bluffing.” ’


 Ryan said, ‘So I shot her then and there. Right through the head. Then I said that if he wouldn’t open up the door, I was going to kill the child next. Then he let us in, opened the safe for us and we were done. There, are you happy now?’


‘What sort of men are you?’ asked Quincy, wonderingly. ‘I never heard the like.’ He turned away, hardly able to speak with amazement and shock. It was at this point that one of the other men, he had no idea which, had leaped nimbly to his feet and swung a rifle butt into the back of Quincy’s head. He was vaguely aware of falling and the others crowding round to pummel and kick him. Then there was blackness.


When Quincy came round it was still night, although the moon was a good deal lower in the sky than it had been. He figured that he might have been out for four or five hours. His head hurt most of all, but he was covered in aches and bruises pretty well all over, as far as he could make out. For a few seconds, he just laid there, trying to work out why Ryan, Tucker and Lopez had attacked him so viciously. Had they always intended to treat him so and deprive him of his own share of the proceeds of the robbery? Or had they perhaps been angered and dismayed by his reaction to hearing of the woman’s death? Did they fear that he would turn state’s evidence and hand them in to the law? Whatever the explanation, thought Quincy grimly, they would have done better to have killed him rather than just rough him up like this. He turned over and the pain in his head increased dramatically.


As he had more than half expected, the others had gone, taking with them his horse, along with his share of the gold. Quincy got unsteadily to his feet, intent upon finding what the other three men had left. The answer to this question was short and sweet. They had left him nothing at all. Not a canteen of water, nor morsel of food. Then he realized that his gun-belt was also missing. Those cow’s sons had left him helpless and unarmed in the middle of the desert.


It did not take long for Martin Quincy to run through his choices. They boiled down essentially to either lying down right there and waiting for an agonizing death from dehydration or trying to save his life by finding a way out of the desert. Having summed up the case so succinctly, it seemed to him absurd to tamely accept death. The only question now was which way to walk.


The first thing to do, before even thinking about moving, was to orient himself and figure out which way was north. Quincy found the group of seven stars known as the Gourd and followed a line through two of them, which pointed to the Pole Star. He calculated that this direction would lead straight back to the edge of the desert where he and the other three men had entered it. That was no good, though; the last thing he wanted to do was walk right back to where the robbery and murder had been committed. He accordingly turned a little to his left and plotted a course north-west. How far had they ridden yesterday? Thirty, perhaps thirty-five miles? It was impossible to say with any accuracy.


The other major consideration was when to do his walking. It made no sense to make the journey during the day. He would be dead from water loss by sunset. The only sensible dodge was to walk at night and then sleep during the hottest part of the day.


So began the longest, and by far and away the worst, three days of Martin Quincy’s life. He started walking as soon as he had worked the case through in his mind. The sooner he began this journey, the sooner he might find water. The first night was bad, because he felt sick and in great pain from the beating he had received. Somehow though, he kept going, always making sure that he was heading just a little to the left of the Pole Star. What a mercy, he thought, that the sky was mostly clear in the desert. Without the stars to guide him, he would have been altogether lost.


When the dawn came, Quincy kept going until the sun began to feel warm on his back. Then he looked around for some shade where he could shelter during the hottest part of the day. He settled on a large boulder and tried to make himself comfortable by leaning against it. For several hours, he dozed fitfully; not really awake and yet unable to sleep properly. When the sun had passed its zenith and was sinking towards the western horizon, he set off again, attempting to follow the same course as he had been the night before.


Another night came and Quincy kept trudging north-west. The Gila Desert seemed to stretch for infinity; every part of it exactly the same. The boulder he rested by on the second day was so precisely similar to the one in whose lee he had dozed twenty-four hours earlier, that he began to think that perhaps it was the same boulder and he was going round in circles. By the third night, Quincy was delirious and hardly able to set one foot in front of the other.


Had it not been for that fierce desire to be revenged upon the men who had abandoned him and left him to die, then Martin Quincy would just have sat down and waited for death to overtake him. It was only the thought of those three men which kept him going. He muttered over and over again to himself as he stumbled along, ‘I won’t die. I won’t die.’ Yet at the back of his mind was the belief that he probably would die, alone out here in this cursed desert.


The end came with shocking abruptness. The swollen red globe of the sun was just grazing the horizon as it sank, when Quincy realized that he was no longer walking across bare grit. Instead, there were scrubby plants beneath his feet. In another few hours, it would be dark and he would have been walking for three whole days. As if in a dream, he was aware that the thistles and withered grass had given way to cultivated land; tall, spindly stalks of corn. He heard a strange creaking noise, which was tantalisingly familiar. Suddenly, he knew what it was. A wind-pump was turning nearby, the blades of its wheel revolving in the evening breeze. He stopped walking and looked about him properly for the first time.


He had reached some farm buildings. There was a tumbledown wooden barn and a few low sheds. Near the metal tower of the wind-pump was a horse trough. Quincy staggered towards this and plunged his head and shoulders into the water. He knew that it would be fatal for him to gulp down as much water as he wished at once. His belly would swell up and he would, at the very least, be sick. He forced himself instead to take frequent, small sips. The water in the horse trough was stagnant and green, but never had any drink tasted sweeter to the desperate man. He knew now that he was going to live after all.









Chapter 2


 


‘You want that I should put a little pomade on your hair?’ asked the barber, after he had finished his ministrations.


Quincy looked at himself in the mirror. He saw a very different figure from the gaunt-looking scarecrow who had practically collapsed on the edge of town a week ago. ‘No, I reckon I’ll do well enough without any o’ your grease,’ he said pleasantly. ‘What do I owe you?’


It is amazing the difference that a haircut and shave can make to a man’s appearance. Quincy had suffered no lasting ill effects from his little sojourn in the Gila Desert; a touch of sunburn and a severe case of dehydration, nothing that a couple of days’ rest wasn’t able to put right. What a mercy that he had thought to plunge his hands into that three thousand dollars’ worth of gold coins which had briefly been his. He found when he counted that he had pulled out twenty two of them and thrust them in his pants on an impulse. Those skunks he had rode with might have taken his horse, his gun and his share of the gold, but they hadn’t thought to go through his pockets. He was accordingly pretty well placed from a financial point of view; at least for the next few weeks.
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