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Law Killers


 


John Carter is on top of the world as the sheriff in Destiny, one of the most law-abiding towns in the south-western states. But almost from the moment that Rebecca Seymour, the attractive, temperamental Pinkerton agent, arrives in town, he is in trouble.


Now he’s a target for unknown assailants who want him injured – or dead – and they’re not too fussy about their methods. Fleeing for his life, Carter goes from the jaws of danger into even more peril when he ends up in the clutches of the Sullivan clan who have many reasons to hate him.


Reunited with Rebecca, and with the support of a rookie deputy, Carter is finally cornered and knows that he has to come out fighting, or everything he has fought for will be lost in a welter of corruption, destruction and murder.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


Sheriff John Carter came into his office. It was not the biggest workplace to be found in the state of Kansas, yet Destiny, on the south west of the state, was the biggest town in the district. He ignored the two sullen men who occupied two of the cells attached to his office. These were Jonas Burrows and Dick Lambert, both of whom, if only he knew it, were to feature prominently later on in his life. Nor was he to know that life as he had known it was about to turn upside down and inside out, too.


Not that Carter was too bothered about life at that moment. He had a roomy office, and not one, but two desks. One was just a normal desk with a drawer, behind which he would sit on a bentwood chair, and this was placed in front of the main office window.


The other desk, on the far side of the office, presented a different picture altogether. It was made of teak and was a dark red with golden overtones that gave it an inner glow in the light from the main window to which it sat sideways, facing the faded yellow paint of the plain wall. This desk had been tailor-made by a master craftsman called Jeb Whithorn, and it had been a present to Carter from the grateful businessmen of the town. Neither was the surface just flat, because on each side of the desk was a stack of pigeon holes into which could be placed bills, depositions and correspondence. At the back was another built-in wooden tidy in which could be placed all the writing materials a man would ever need, even if he were the most literate sheriff in the south west.


There was a knock on the door, and Carter, who had settled down at his fancy desk to draw up the charges for the court, gave a grunt of annoyance. Like most of his ilk he hated paperwork, and liked to get it over as soon as possible – and there was a reason why he wanted to get these particular cases out of the way, so the interruption was doubly annoying. He looked around for his young deputy, Tom Bate, but of course the young man wasn’t there because he was out on one of his patrols, which was one of the reasons why Destiny had such a low crime rate.


‘Come in,’ said the sheriff, before remembering that the door could not be opened from the outside. This was still frontier country in many ways, and the only way to speak to the sheriff directly was by knocking and making your presence known. It had saved him from having his head blown off a few times.


He stood up, a big, impressive man wearing a cotton shirt with a faint blue stripe beneath his red waistcoat. His gun belt lay on the other desk because he always took it off when he was engaged in paperwork – it was not the most comfortable thing to wear sitting down. It bore twin holsters and there was a gun in each, but only the right-hand Colt .45 was loaded – he had never had to fire both weapons at the same time, although he had threatened plenty of miscreants with both.


‘With you right now,’ said Carter in a semi-amiable fashion as he tightened the belt, and there was another knock at the door. Truth be told, since he didn’t like paperwork he couldn’t feel that annoyed at someone who was dragging him away on business.


‘Who is it?’ he asked, as he always did.


‘Knott,’ was the short answer in a voice he recognized.


He opened up to find an opulent citizen standing before him. It was the mayor, James Maynard Knott Esquire as it announced on his official paperwork, but who always proclaimed that he was plain Jim Knott, man of the people.


He was an older man, and it was rumoured that he had fought on the Confederate side during the Civil War some twenty years before the present time. He was a tall, thin man with pleasant, even features somewhat marred by a slightly crooked nose and a few gaps in his teeth. Having come through the war it was said that he was determined to acquire land and start his own cattle business – which he had, now being one of the biggest cattle barons in the district. On his head he wore a soft black hat with an uptilted brim like those favoured by gamblers – a comparison that was apt, because above all things Jim Knott was a gambler writ large. Across his bony chest he wore a decorative vest that incorporated silk in little flashes of light blue and green against a darker shade of blue, while his trousers were in classic light brown canvas. There was an immaculate shine to his brown boots – most men wore boots of one type or another around here – but which showed that he had ridden into town and dismounted straight on to the boardwalk – and he wore a lightly cut frock coat made of dyed black cotton, light enough for the steamy south but functional enough for light summer rain.


‘Johnny boy, I need a little talk with you,’ said Knott.


‘Come in Jim, you’re always welcome.’ Carter spoke lightly because he was addressing one of his greatest patrons: Jim Knott was the man who had backed him for election.


‘No can do, on my way to the town hall, but if you’d care I’d like you to take a little walk with me.’


‘No trouble.’ Any ordinary citizen could get the ear of John Carter and he was willing to listen to them – one of the reasons he was so popular – but few could make him give up the time to go for a walk that would take him away from his many duties. He gave a visual check of the office to make sure that he had not left anything in easy reach of the prisoners, neither of whom seemed interested in anything much, then locked the door, strode to the side of his mayor and began to walk with him along the boardwalk.


‘I’ll get right to the point,’ said Knott. ‘You arrested two of my boys last night.’


‘Sure did,’ said Carter amiably.


‘You took on a lot there son, they’re good boys really.’


‘The two of them were in the Goldberry saloon and a fight broke between them over a pretty girl. Them “boys” of yours frightened her half to death, ’specially when the guns came out, and that’s when Seth sent one of his staff running to get me – interrupted me in the middle of a good supper, too. They was still squaring up to each other when I arrived, and there were signs it was going to turn into a riot, ’cause the other trail boys were all set to join in. They could’ve caused a riot that would have wrecked the joint.’


‘I see.’ Jim Knott looked serious for a moment, and then his face took on a lighter expression. ‘Old Seth Tatters ain’t got any fire in his veins. The man has gone soft with age – why, fifteen years ago he would’ve collared them, flung ’em out of the door, told ’em to sling it before dusting his hands together and going back inside.’


‘They disturbed the peace mightily Jim, I expect they’ll get no less than twenty-eight days each, Tatters will be a witness. It’s him that pressed the charges.’


‘Is it?’ Jim Knott thought for a little while, with an appropriately knitted brow. ‘Look, how about I see Tatters and square this up with him, see that he drops the charges? The girl was no better than she should have been, if you get my implications, and Seth is just seething. He’ll see sense when I have a little chat with him.’


‘I don’t know, Jim, it’s pretty serious, they was on the verge of causing a riot, they could have wrecked the man’s business.’


‘“Could” is not the same as “did”,’ said Jim Knott amiably enough. ‘Now these are two good young men, just a little foolish when they’ve got a drink in them,’ he gave a winning smile. ‘Now there’s a kind of selfish angle in this. They are both hard workers. We’re starting a fresh cattle drive in a couple of weeks and I sure would miss their labour.’


‘I’m afraid the law is the law, they were involved in a potential riot. Events like that ain’t good for a small town like this, place gets a reputation pretty quickly for somewhere anything can happen. Next thing you know we’ll end up like the notorious Dodge City, with folks gunning each other down in the street.’


‘Ain’t going to happen,’ said Jim Knott. ‘The law’s the reason this town is so prosperous. All right, some of the businesses here might have had slightly shady beginnings – not mine – but these are people who’ve settled down, become merchants and the like, and who bring huge prosperity all round. We were both voted in to keep this here place stable and well off for all, so let’s keep it that way.’


‘And suppose I do let the pair of them off,’ said Carter, who had been thinking the matter over, ‘what happens if next Saturday they come into town and start fighting all over? I’ll be left with more egg on my face than I can wipe off with a good-sized bandanna.’


‘That wouldn’t happen,’ said Knott. ‘They live in one of the bunkhouses on my spread. The rest of the boys are pretty mad at them for bringing the JK ranch into disrepute. They’ll be quite happy to see that they don’t go out that night, and I’ll enforce a curfew on ’em.’


‘All right, I’ll let them go if you can square it with Tatters.’


Carter meant what he said, so less than an hour later, having received the message from the owner and keeper of the Goldberry himself, he unlocked one of the cells and let out Jonas Burrows, then gave him a short lecture about not wanting to see him in town for a long time. He let Burrows go, waited for a short while, and then did the same with Lambert, who cut him short.


‘I already heard the lecture, Sheriff, and sure I’m sorry, and it won’t happen again,’ but Carter did not like the faintly sneering expression the man wore as he strode along the porch on the outside of the office. In the near distance, waiting patiently, stood a man holding the reins of two horses. Carter recognized him as the keeper of the livery, who had obviously been primed about the release of the two men. They took the reins of their respective steeds and rode off in the direction of the JK ranch, enemies no longer but each with a sort of sullen resentment in their attitude that argued neither knew how lucky he had been.


‘You should never have let them go,’ said a lighter voice at his side. Carter turned and found he was facing his deputy, Tom Bate. Tom’s long brown riding boots were dusty from his patrol, he wore a long brown coat made of soft wool because it had been cold that morning, the star that he wore as a proud badge of his office was pinned to a dark blue bib shirt, while his hat was of soft brown felt with a curved brim, pushed low down on his head. He had arrived just as the prisoners were being released, one hand on the Colt Peacemaker in the chocolate brown holster that he wore on his gunbelt of the same colour.


‘There’s a lot of reasons for letting ’em go,’ said Carter, ‘most of which have to do with the fact that they’ll disappear soon enough with their work and won’t bother this town again for a long time – if ever. I know what a taskmaster Jim Knott is. Those two will never trouble us again.’


‘But there’s someone who will,’ said Tom.


‘Who would that be? Hogan? Or his men?’ (Hogan had been the other strong candidate for mayor.)


‘We met at the coach station earlier,’ said Tom, squinting along the road, ‘and if I’m not mistaken, here she comes right now.’









CHAPTER TWO


 


John Carter was not a man who was easily surprised, he had seen too much in his two terms in office in the town of Destiny for that particular emotion to gnaw at him, so he was not perturbed by the sight that met his eyes. He saw a young woman walking along the dusty road carrying a green paper parasol against the heat of the day. On her fashionable hat was a small crown of parrot feathers, bright green and yellow, while the blue cloth of the hat was further decorated with a red band around the crown. She wore a coat cut away at the hips and beneath this an ivory blouse with ruffles that did nothing to conceal the curves of her young, swelling bosom. Her skirt was also blue, of a darker colour than her coat, and she held it up a little with her hand to prevent the hem from getting dusty from the unpaved road.


Her face was pretty and she wore little makeup – women tended not to in the hot south – but there was a firmness to her chin and a wide-open, aware look in her eyes that told Carter he was not looking at some vacuous southern debutante.


‘Ah, Sheriff Carter,’ she said, ‘I met your deputy Tom a little earlier. I saw him as I was coming off the train. I have been busy arranging some accommodation at the Grand Hotel on Southern Street.’ By this time she had climbed the two steps to the porch and stood facing him. He could smell her flowery perfume, and he was even more acutely aware that she was a good-looking woman. Probably not as old as his first impression, because she moved and acted with a self-confidence not often found in younger females. She stuck out a hand and he instinctively shook it, feeling as if he were holding a lily flower in his leathery bear paw.


‘Good morning, ma’am,’ he said, doffing his hat to reveal his crown of soft, overlong black hair, ‘I’m Sheriff John Carter.’


‘Yes, I am well aware of your name,’ she answered. ‘But you won’t know that I am Rebecca Seymour. Can we go inside and talk?’


‘Well ma’am, it doesn’t look too good if a lady, married or unmarried, comes to see me alone.’


‘That may well be the case,’ she said coolly, ‘but nonetheless we have business to discuss, and it would be better not to air such things in public. Your deputy can act as our chaperone if that is your main concern.’


‘Very well ma’am, though it is not my reputation that is a worry.’


Truth to tell, the interior of the building was a welcome refuge after the rising heat of the day. Luckily the sheriff had a coat stand for taking care of his own garments, and as she shrugged off her jacket and put her hat atop this, he was forced to extend some hospitality towards this fragrant, unexpected visitor.


‘I have some coffee not long made. There’s not a lot of food around here, but I can send out for some.’


‘You’re fine, Sheriff, I have a feeling that most of the drink dispensed in here is water, and most of the food is bread and cheese for your – ah – involuntary occupants.’ She was looking straight at the cells as she said this. He was suddenly aware of how shabby the room was, how dust lurked in every corner, how faded the paintwork seemed, how grimy the windows.


‘You have not explained why you are here, Miss or Mrs Seymour.’


‘That is precisely why I need to have a discussion behind closed doors,’ she looked at Tom as well, the latter having said nothing since her arrival. ‘Can you vouch for the probity of your deputy?’


‘Wait a minute,’ said Tom, understandably indignant.


‘It’s all right, Tom,’ said Carter indulgently, ‘the lady obviously has a bee in her bonnet and she needs to let it out to buzz off. How can we help you, little lady?’ He smiled with the easy charm that had set plenty of hearts in town aflutter.


‘Sheriff, you are a patronizing, somewhat elephantine backwater representative of the law,’ she said, but not in a particularly heated manner. He felt like an insect that had just been pinned to a board. ‘I am a representative of one of the best law agencies in the United States of America. I work, in other words, for Pinkerton’s, and I am here to see you because I need your cooperation.’ At these words he straightened up. Pinkerton’s had a reputation for being one of the most stringent, thorough detective agencies in the world, let alone in America, and he was aware that their operatives were intelligent and thoroughly trained for their tasks.


He realized at the same time that he might have misjudged the good-looking but firm young lady standing so tall in front of him. She was holding a leather handbag that looked capacious enough to carry not just her purse and other accessories, but also one of the small pistols that such agents carried as a matter of course.


‘Well, ma’am.’


‘You can call me Rebecca,’ said the agent, but in a cool manner that implied they would be working together, but not intimately, ‘since we’ll be seeing each other quite a lot in the near future.’


‘I fail to understand why that would be the case – Rebecca,’ said Carter adding her name as if it was an afterthought. He was now bristling a little at her intrusion into his professional life, because he could not imagine the involvement of such an agency to be for anything except catching criminals. ‘We catch our own miscreants around here,’ he added, keeping his tone cool.


‘Is that what you think this is about?’ she asked, her manner suddenly sharp and professional – not that she had been particularly warm and friendly so far.


‘Isn’t it?’


‘So what is going on around here that is so criminal that you want me to get involved?’


The question was like tying a knot inside his brain. He suddenly realized that he was being led down a path he did not want to explore, given that it might lead to revelations that he did not want brought into the light of day. It was not that he had anything to hide, he thought, not really, but he had a lot of local knowledge, and some of it might not reflect well on some of his patrons, who were also his friends.


‘Say, this is just going round in circles,’ said Tom Bate, good honest Tom who saw things in black and white with his youthful eyes, and who was closer in age to the young, rather bold woman in front of them. ‘Just state your business now, Miss Rebecca, we ain’t got all day for your fancy wordplay.’


‘Tom, I do believe you have it right. I’m here to look into sephology,’ said Rebecca plainly, except both men looked more baffled that ever.


‘Seth who?’ asked Tom, thinking it was someone’s name, while Carter was a bit more canny.


‘I’ve heard the word before,’ he said, ‘but it sure isn’t one that’s used much around these parts, so perhaps you’d better unpick it for us, miss.’


‘Sephology is a little thing called voting behaviour,’ said Rebecca. ‘To state my needs plainly as your deputy seems to require, I’ve been sent to look into the last elections in this County.’


‘Seems an odd thing to do,’ said Carter, ‘the elections were held, the mayor won, and that’s all there is to it.’


‘You would think so, wouldn’t you, yet here I am.’ Carter looked at the young woman thoughtfully.


‘Well, Miss Seymour, I guess you can just go back to you hotel, pack your fancy duds and get out of here. There ain’t a thing to tell, so you’re wasting your time.’


‘Really, and suppose I don’t want to go?’


‘I’ve never had to fling a woman out of this office,’ said Carter, without any heat in his voice, and indeed with a touch of amusement, ‘but me an’ Tom here, well, we’ve hustled in here some of the biggest, meanest violent offenders you could care to name, so I guess we wouldn’t have much trouble getting you to leave.’ Instead of responding to his not-so-veiled threats, Rebecca walked over to the teak desk that looked so out of place in these rather dingy surroundings. She sat down in the bow chair and ran her hands across the woodwork.


‘My, this is a work of art. Does it belong to you personally, Sheriff? You must have paid a lot of money for this, Carter, or was it a kind of gift from some grateful patrons?’


‘Why, this is the sheriff’s property,’ said Tom hotly, ‘it’s none of your business.’ Carter silenced his assistant with a glare. Tom wasn’t doing him any favours.


‘You can do all the investigating you want, Miss, but neither of us will be cooperating with you. Now I’ll ask you again to leave, because you’re wasting our time. However, if you want to meet socially later on, I’ll buy you a meal in a local restaurant, and we can talk off the record.’


‘Is that so?’ The young woman stood up, put on her coat and carefully put her hat atop her chestnut curls. ‘It’s just a pity that you’re going to be too swamped to treat me to a meal.’


‘What in the name of – in the name of the devil do you mean by that?’ He had only just stopped from swearing in the presence of a woman. She was truly infuriating.


‘Oh, I have to leave now, as you have requested. It’s just that my letter of authority states that I must have your full cooperation.’


‘What letter of authority?’


‘Why, from your state governor. A delightful man. He is well aware that there have been serious moves against state corruption in Washington in the past few years. Destiny is the largest town on the Southwest Trail, and a key trading route for the area. If there has been electoral fraud in this district it could mean a lot of money for the people in power. Not just because they control taxes, but due to the land grabs and deals that could take place.’


‘I would have to see such a letter.’ The girl was standing beside the door now, poised as if to take off. Carter knew that her implied threat was one of manpower. If he threw her out now she would muster the powers-that-be on state level to provide her with US marshals, who would come in and carry out the investigation over his head.


‘Certainly,’ she rummaged in her bag and brought out an ivory-coloured envelope. He recognized the state seal on the outside – a resting eagle – stamped in red wax. She opened the envelope, withdrew its contents and handed it straight to him. He read the statement on the letter and became acutely aware that his knees were exhibiting an uncharacteristic degree of weakness, while the blood was pounding like soft hammer thuds in his ears.


The statement was a short and sharp one that ordered the forces of law and order in the district to cooperate fully with the Pinkerton agent. Dully he began handing it back to her, but Tom snatched it from him and began to read it with questioning eyes.


‘How do we know this is genuine? She could have had this faked.’ Rebecca gave a rather attractive little shrug. Once more Carter was acutely aware both of how good looking she was and how much he wanted to be rid of her.


‘Now Sheriff Carter, can we get down to business?’
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