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A Message for McCleod


 


Tom McCleod, relentlessly pursued by three riders, learns that a young woman he once knew has disappeared. Where is Sandy Kruger? Riding with the outcast Cherokee George, McCleod sets out on the quest to find her.


Can Sandy herself survive? She is one woman against the wilderness. And to make matters worse, she is being hunted by a merciless gang of gunslicks led by the owner of the Cinch Buckle, the very ranch from which she has escaped. McCleod will need his wits and his guns as the dangerous trail unwinds towards the final encounter. There are secrets to be revealed, but will McCleod find Sandy in time?
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Chapter One


 


McCleod drew the chestnut Morgan to a halt and dismounted. He reached into his saddle-bags for his field glasses and put them to his eyes. The three riders were still there. His best efforts so far to shake them off had failed. He had tried doubling and changing direction. He had ridden through streams and watercourses, to no avail. There was something relentless about the way they kept following him. His horse was tired. It was his spare horse. He had ridden the first one almost into the ground before leaving him in the charge of the livery man at Low Butte. Somewhere along the line those three had exchanged mounts too. The horses they were riding now were paints, rangy and tough. They would keep going for a long time. He looked closely at the riders but there was nothing much he could see. Two of them appeared to be bearded. All three had their bandannas pulled up high and their Stetsons pulled low. They were giving nothing away. Even their clothes were ordinary and nondescript. Only one thing about them was unusual: they just kept right on coming.


His eyes swept the broken landscape ahead of him. There was prickly pear, juniper and stunted pine. He was getting into canyon country. Heat waves made the air shimmer and a heavy silence hung over everything. High in the air a buzzard soared and a lizard moved across the sand at his feet. Far ahead of him, across the burning desert, reared the long high edge of the Buffalo tablelands. He hadn’t intended going that way but it seemed to offer a good chance of finally shaking off his pursuers. He knew the country a little; not well, but perhaps better than they did. It was worth a try.


He placed the glasses back into their case and mounted up. Between him and the Buffalo plateau the land was virtually dry, but he knew a few places that might have water, places with which his pursuers would be unfamiliar. At least, he had to hope they would be. His horse was already tired so he let it walk slowly. That way there was the added advantage that it raised no dust. Not that he was hopeful of easily giving the slip to his pursuers. Days of having them follow him had persuaded him of that. Maybe one of them was a tracker. He began to search his memory once again, trying to figure who would want to follow him so doggedly. Until recently he had been working for a railroad company, providing buffalo meat for the construction workers. He could think of nothing untoward that had happened while he had been doing that job. He thought about his recent past and then tried to reach further back in time. He had done a lot of things apart from buffalo hunting. He had been a prospector, a bronc buster, a lumberjack, a flatboat man, even done some land surveying along the Mexican border. Sure, he had made enemies; any man did. But he could think of nothing which would account for his present situation.


It was late the following afternoon and the sun was about to drop quickly behind the western skyline when McCleod reached the creek bed he had in mind. It was dry. He had water left in his canteen; he took a sip and gave some to the Morgan. He looked back across the desert he had ridden but this time there was no sign of his pursuers. He knew, however, that they were still somewhere behind him. He considered making camp for the night but decided against it. The air was still heavy with heat. It was another twenty miles to the next waterhole. After allowing time for the horse to recuperate, he climbed into leather and started riding as the sun vanished and stars swam up into the sky.


The night was still. McCleod knew how cold it could get, but for the moment he was grateful for the coolness. Weird shapes loomed out of the darkness; cactus plants held out supplicating arms like tattered beggars. After a time the Morgan grew restive. Its ears pricked and McCleod peered anxiously about. This was Apache country; he guessed the Morgan had picked up the scent of an Indian pony. Instinctively, he touched the Winchester residing in its scabbard but the Morgan soon recovered its equilibrium and continued plodding on, its hoofs making no noise in the desert sand. When he figured that he had put enough space between himself and his pursuers, McCleod finally brought the horse to a halt and made camp for the rest of the night.


He was up early next morning. Before long the sun had turned the desert into a shimmering fantasy of heat and dancing mirages. He had used up the last of his water and knew that if the next waterhole was dry, he was in deep trouble. Before long his throat felt parched and his head began to ache. He felt confused. He couldn’t be sure that he was on the right track. Then he saw what he was looking for; a patch of brush which indicated the presence of water. He spurred the weary Morgan up a slight slope and slid from the saddle. If there had been water, the Morgan would have smelled it. Already McCleod knew the worst. The waterhole was dry. He fell to the ground, his face in the sand, till the nuzzling of the Morgan aroused him. He stood up and began to walk towards the bushes. When he had found what he thought was an appropriate spot, he got down on his hands and knees and began to dig, scooping sand with a desperation that soon became almost a frenzy. Sweat was pouring from him and flies buzzed around his head in a cloud. He stopped for a moment and then carried on scooping until he was rewarded by a faint dampness in the sand. With renewed vigour he carried on digging until he had made a substantial hole which began to fill with a brackish liquid. Laughing to himself, McCleod sucked up the dirty water, not caring how it tasted. When he had finished he let the Morgan drink and then he sat back, built a smoke and lay in the shelter of a rock while he contemplated what his next move should be.


The Buffalo tableland wasn’t too far ahead of him. He decided that his best course of action would be to carry on and ride up into the mesa. From there he would have a clear view over his back trail. He would be able to tell whether his pursuers were still on his tail or whether the exigencies of the desert had been too much for them. If they were still there, he would be in a good position to deal with them once and for all. Getting to his feet, he did the best he could to fill his canteen and then stepped into the saddle. As the Morgan moved on, his eyes continued to watch for any signs of danger. He wasn’t too worried about the Apache but it didn’t hurt to be cautious. Sweat rolled down his back and bathed his body under his shirt. He felt stale. The body of the Morgan, too, was darkened and stained. It would be good to reach higher ground.


As he approached the mesa, McCleod began to pick out some of the details. Its red tinted walls stood over a thousand feet high and seemed impregnable till he perceived that the sheer face was broken at several points by deep canyons that wound back into the rock. Selecting one of these, McCleod rode into it. Narrow at first, it soon opened out to form a deep valley with sloping sides. The trail was well marked and rose gradually. After the heat and dust of the desert, the air felt mild and balmy and McCleod drew it in with deep satisfaction. Riding in this way for some time, he found another canyon. It was narrower and steeper but seemed to offer a quicker route to the top of the mesa. The horse picked its way carefully but eventually McCleod got down and walked beside it. Finally he hobbled the animal and went on foot the rest of the way. When he reached the top he had a perfect view over the desert. He sat down beneath a wind-blasted pinon, built himself a smoke, and prepared to wait.


It was next morning he saw them. He had camped for the night where he had left the horse and returned to the summit with the dawn. He was beginning to think that he must have succeeded in throwing his pursuers off his trail when, through his field glasses, he saw a smudge in the distance which he knew was the dust from their horses. It wasn’t Apache; they would leave no such obvious trail. Putting down the field glasses, he continued to sit for a time. Drawing out the makings, he rolled himself a cigarette. A breeze was blowing over the top of the mesa but the sun was warm. Down there on the desert floor it would soon be stifling. When he had finished the smoke he put the field glasses to his eyes again. Now he could make out the three riders. They must have a tracker, he thought, and cursed out loud. Then he got to his feet and made his way decisively down the slope of the hill to where he had left the Morgan. Mounting up, he rode through the canyon up to its junction with the valley trail. He jumped down, tethered the horse where no one would detect it and selected a spot behind some boulders overlooking the trail. Maybe his pursuers would be prepared for an ambush, but it was a chance he was willing to take. He had had enough of the whole damned situation. He checked the Winchester and his six-guns and then sat back to await the arrival of his unwitting guests.


Time passed. He could have done with another cigarette. Occasionally he took a sip of water from the canteen he had filled with fresh water from a runnel. He kept his eyes fixed on the trail leading up to his place of concealment. He had a good view. He supposed they were just being cautious. It was just a matter of keeping patience. It was only when he heard the click of a rifle being levelled behind him that he knew he had been outmanoeuvred.


‘Don’t make a move!’


The voice came from above and behind him.


‘We have you covered. Just do as I say and you might come out of this alive.’


McCleod was tempted to turn his head but felt it might be more advisable under the circumstances to follow his instruction to the letter.


‘Now, throw aside the rifle and the gunbelt.’


McCleod did as he was ordered. He heard the sound of boots and a pair of legs came into his vision as somebody stooped and picked up the weapons.


‘All right, you can turn round now. But do it real slow and don’t think of tryin’ any tricks.’


Very carefully, McCleod moved his body. Standing on a rock was a man with a rifle pointed at his chest. To his right and a little apart stood a second man with a rifle; a third man was standing to his left holding the weapons McCleod had discarded. He had seen enough through his field glasses to recognize them as his pursuers. Two of them wore beards; the third was clean-shaven and looked like a Mexican. They all wore range clothes that were caked with dirt and sweat.


‘What’s this all about?’ McCleod said.


He was angry with himself for having been outwitted. The three men must have entered the mesa by another canyon entrance and then found a way to come up behind him. He should have been more alert. Looking at the three of them, he had a feeling that it was the clean-shaven Mexican-looking hombre who was responsible for the tracking. He had certainly done a good job.


The two men who were standing higher up the slope moved down and he was able to get a closer look at their features. He saw now that the one who seemed to be their leader was quite considerably older than the other one and looked a lot meaner. The younger man stepped forward and began to frisk him.


‘A little precaution,’ the man who had spoken resumed. ‘Just in case you happen to have anything else concealed about you.’


The man doing the frisking stood up.


‘He’s clean,’ he said.


‘What did you expect to find?’ McCleod replied. ‘A Gatling?’


‘Maybe a knife or even a derringer.’


The speaker did not seem to notice the irony in McCleod’s tone. He nodded to the others and they lowered their rifles.


‘I think we could all do with some coffee,’ he said. ‘And this is good a spot as any. Mr McCleod, won’t you be seated?’


McCleod sat down again. Presently the men had a fire going and a blackened pot of coffee boiling on the flames. The younger bearded man offered McCleod his pouch of tobacco. McCleod was about to refuse and say he had his own but changed his mind and accepted the offer. He might as well get something out of the situation. By the time he had taken a few drags and was on his second cup of coffee, he was feeling a little bit more relaxed.


‘Let us introduce ourselves,’ the leader resumed.


‘You seem to know my name already,’ McCleod said.


The man nodded.


‘We do indeed. You are Tom McCleod. I am Carl Fogle.’


He pointed at the younger man.


‘This gentleman is Roy Bunce and the other gentleman goes by the name of Cherokee George.’


Bunce’s mouth twitched in acknowledgment but the features of Cherokee George remained inscrutable.


‘He the one led you two through the desert?’ McCleod said.


Fogle nodded.


‘Mr George is part Indian. He has skills which, unfortunately, we lack. He is indeed responsible for getting us here.’


‘You two payin’ him?’


‘Yes, and paying him well. There is a reason.’


‘It had better be a good one,’ McCleod replied.


He looked again at Cherokee George. He didn’t look the sort who would be too concerned about money. Maybe if there was a lot of it.


‘Mr McCleod,’ Fogle resumed. ‘Can you remember ever working for an outfit called the Hog Eye?’


McCleod thought hard.


‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Down in the San Catrudos River country.’


‘That’s the one. Big spread. It was owned by a man called Kruger.’


‘Yeah, sure. I remember him. Ran an efficient operation. Not too sure about the man himself.’


‘Well, he now owns a ranch not too far from here called the Cinch Buckle.’


‘Interestin’, but so what?’


‘Maybe you remember his daughter, a young woman name of Sandra.’


‘Of course. Folks called her Sandy. She’d be about sixteen when I was workin’ down there. She was a nice kid.’


‘That’d be right. She’s nineteen now. Leastways, if she ain’t come to no harm.’


McCleod was suddenly interested.


‘What do you mean, if she’s not come to any harm?’


‘The young lady disappeared. That’s when I got involved. I had experience with the Texas Rangers.’


‘Kind of a long way from Texas,’ McCleod re-marked.


‘Yeah. I traced the young lady to a place called Cobb Corner.’


‘Know it. Ain’t no place for a lady.’


‘Miss Kruger had found work in a general store.’


Bunce leaned across the fire.


‘That’s where I come in. Miss Kruger was stayin’ with some friends of mine. I met the young lady a few times.’


‘Did you start courtin’ her?’


‘I wouldn’t exactly put it in those terms. I saw her a few times at my friends’ house. We’d just sit on the porch and kinda chew things over. She seemed to be setllin’ well. Then one day I went round and she wasn’t there. None of us thought too much about it but when it turned out she’d left the general store in a hurry, we started to get worried. The folks she was stayin’ with had seen her the night before. That was the last any of us saw of her.’


‘What did you do about it?’


‘Why, once we realized she wasn’t around, we got up a party and set out to look for her, but we didn’t find anything.’


‘What, nothin’ at all?’


‘Nothing. She just seemed to have vanished. We kept hopin’ she might come back.’


‘Maybe you just didn’t look hard enough.’


‘That’s when I arrived,’ Fogle interjected. ‘Like I say, I traced her to Cobb Corner but I got there just too late.’


McCleod finished his second cup of coffee.


‘I don’t see what this has to do with me,’ he said.


Fogle reached into an inside pocket and produced a sheet of paper.


‘Take a look at this,’ he said.


McCleod took it.


‘It’s a letter. And it’s meant for you.’


‘It was found in her room,’ Bunce added.


McCleod began to read.


 


Dear Mr McCleod,


I don’t know where you are and it is unlikely I will ever find out so you will probably never get to read this. I am writing it to you all the same. Maybe you won’t even remember me. I liked you from the moment you came to the ranch and started working for Mr Kruger. You were the only one who treated me like an intelligent person and not just a kid or something to leer at. Oh yes, I had plenty of that from some of the others. But you were different. Remember how I showed you one of my poems and you looked at it and said you thought it was good? You asked me if it was about something personal because it seemed all made up, and I said that it was but I’d tried not to make that too obvious. You said you thought I had a real talent and I showed you some of my favourite places for writing.


There was a new horse – remember? I called him Concho. You showed me how to break him in, not like some of the others did it, but gentle like. I was very sad the day you left, although I tried not to show it. Anyway, I decided to leave the ranch. I don’t want to go into all the reasons for my decision. I won’t say where I am at present – yes I will – it’s a place called Cobb Corner. I am working in a clothing emporium but I don’t know how long I will stay here.


Here is a poem I wrote for you. Remember what I said about trying not to be too obvious.


 


Beneath the lilac


Against the wall,


At the foot of the garden -


The abandoned ball.


 


Phantoms flit


Across the lawn;


Some tattered leaves


The wind has torn.


 


While from a branch


Of the shadowed beech


The pale moon hangs


Just out of reach.


 


The child’s asleep:


Now nothing seems


Quite so real


As in his dreams.


 


I don’t really know about beech trees, but sometimes I think my dreams are the realest things in my life.


 


McCleod finished reading the letter.


‘Is that it?’ he said.


‘There were a couple of loose papers. Nothin’ in particular. Doodles and stuff like that.’


McCleod lit another cigarette to cover his reaction to reading the letter and the poem. He had got on with the kid but this. . . .


‘And what’s your angle on my role in all this?’ he finally said.


Bunce looked a little uncomfortable.


‘To be honest, at first I thought you might know something about Miss Sandy’s disappearance. From the Cinch Buckle, that is.’


‘You mean you suspected me of bein’ involved?’


‘Not exactly that. Anyway, I soon changed my mind.’


‘Now why would that be?’


Cherokee George had been a spectator of the conversation but there was a sudden movement from his direction.


‘Because I put him right,’ he said.


McCleod looked at him more closely.


‘Do I know you?’ he said.


‘Nope. But I’ve heard your name mentioned from time to time.’


‘Nice to have your endorsement,’ McCleod replied.


‘Mr McCleod,’ Fogle said. ‘Please don’t misunderstand us. The reason we’ve been tracking you is that we feel you might be able to help in our search. Once we saw that letter, we figured you would want to be involved.’


McCleod poured another cup of coffee.


‘You coulda made contact with me before this,’ he said. ‘I waited around in Low Butte but you didn’t show up.’


‘Put that down to Cherokee George. He don’t like spending time in towns.’


‘How did you locate me in the first place?’


‘That was easy. I have contacts on the railroad. It only took a bit of asking around to come up with your name. The rest was down to Cherokee George.’


‘We knew for sure you were our man when you made for the desert. Not many people would have chosen that option. It was real clever of you to find that water.’


McCleod looked over at Cherokee George. It would have been nothing to him.


‘You put me way off course. I was headed for Marmot Wallow till you boys changed the agenda. I need time to think this over,’ he said.


‘That’s fine. We ain’t goin’ nowhere.’


‘One thing I’ll need before I make a decision.’


Fogle looked at him.


‘What’s that?’ he said.


‘I want my rifle and my six-guns.’


Fogle stared even harder and then his mean face broke into a smile.


‘Roy, give him back his guns.’


For just a moment the other man hesitated but then he got to his feet and picked up the Winchester and the gunbelt.


‘There you are,’ he said.


McCleod fastened the gunbelt round his waist and hefted the rifle.


‘OK,’ he said. ‘I’ve decided. I’m willin’ to ride with you boys but on my own terms.’


‘And they are?’


‘That I’m under no orders and no obligations. I do as I think fit.’


‘Suits us fine,’ Fogle said.


McCleod nodded.


‘I still got some business in Marmot Wallow,’ he said. ‘Meet me there in five days’ time. I gather Cherokee George ain’t partial to towns but he’ll have to make an exception. I’ll be stayin’ at a place called the Occidental. That suit you?’


Fogle looked at Bunce.


‘Sure,’ he replied. There was some hesitancy about his manner which McCleod couldn’t help noticing.


‘Don’t worry. I’ll be there. Now maybe you can fill me in with a few more details.’


The day was still relatively young but they didn’t immediately move away from the mesa. McCleod recovered his horse from where he had left it. As he led it towards where the group had agreed to make camp, he met Cherokee George coming in the opposite direction. Cherokee George hadn’t said very much earlier. McCleod had a sudden inspiration to try and catch him off guard.


‘What’s your interest in this?’ he said.


Cherokee George’s face was impassive.


‘Like the man said, I’m gettin’ well paid.’


McCleod rubbed his stubbled chin.


‘You’re goin’ to an awful lot of trouble. Now, I could imagine someone like you might go to some lengths at the prospect of a whole lot of money, but not for what you’d be likely to make from a caper like this.’


‘Ain’t you forgettin’ about the girl?’


McCleod laughed.


‘Yeah,’ he replied, ‘I should have realized the milk of lovin’ kindness was just oozin’ out of every one of your pores. I guess you care for old lame dogs too; visit your aged mother right there in her little cottage, the one you built for her with your own hands.’


‘Regular,’ Cherokee George replied.


He grinned, revealing filed down teeth that made him look like a wolf. McCleod pushed his way past. There was little chance of disturbing Cherokee George’s equilibrium. The man was inscrutable. Cherokee George stood and watched him as he made his way down the trail before continuing his own way to the top of the mesa.


Late that night McCleod rode out from the mesa, having decided to make ground during the cool of the night. For a while he could see the camp-fire glowing where he had left his three pursuers behind him. He didn’t really have any business in Marmot Wallow. He wanted to get away from them and give himself time to think about things. There was something about the situation which didn’t quite add up. They had taken a lot of pains to track him down. Was the whole story some kind of sham? The letter from Sandy to him seemed genuine enough. Had Bunce really suspected him of having been involved? And did his addition to the rescue party really make much difference? For the time being he would go along with them. Maybe things would soon become clearer. He had nothing better to do. He had finished his work for the railroad company. He had money in his pocket and no definite plans. In the short term, one thing was as good as another.


He began to recollect the time he had spent on the Kruger spread. Sandy was no real relation to Kruger. Fogle had referred to Sandy as Kruger’s daughter, but she wasn’t. Some said she had been adopted by Kruger in a vague sort of way after her parents had died in the aftermath of the Civil War. A more likely story was that she was connected through Kruger’s woman. Now that he thought about it, maybe Sandy had shown signs of being disaffected even then. She had certainly been self-contained, even a lonely girl. For some reason she had opened up to him, but it wasn’t something she’d be likely to make a habit of. So did it make sense that she had become friendly enough with Bunce in a very short space of time, even to the extent of being considered his girlfriend? One thing was certainly odd. For Sandy Kruger to run away once might be explicable, but for her to have done so twice was stretching belief. What was she running away from the second time, when she had disappeared from Cobb Corner? McCleod suddenly jerked in the saddle. Could she have been running from Bunce, or even got word that Fogle was on his way? Could she have known Fogle? Or was she running from Kruger? The questions were racing around in McCleod’s head. And he was still trying to figure out the enigmatic Cherokee George.
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