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Chapter One
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“Next stop, Diamond Springs!”

The declaration made the passenger facing Tex Callahan turn to the window. The third man in the stage was asleep, as he had been since they’d left Monotony.

“Don’t worry, Elias,” Tex said. “It’ll be a short stop. You’ll still get to Bear Creek before noon.”

“But the stage doesn’t stop at Diamond Springs,” Elias Sutherland said.

Tex smiled. “That changes today.”

He narrowed his eyes, defying him to continue offering complaints, although his reaction had been the same as the driver’s. That debate had ended when Tex had handed over ten dollars.

Tex hadn’t minded. For the amount he was being paid, he’d have gladly given him a hundred dollars. While Elias shook his head in bemusement, he turned to the window, but the swirling dust that the stage had been kicking up for the last few miles still marred his view.

A saddlebag was at his feet and he swung it over a shoulder. He always traveled with the minimum of baggage, but even so, he’d brought the bag into the stage when he’d paid the driver. When they stopped he would need to move quickly, and standing around waiting for his baggage to be thrown down could be the last mistake he’d make.

The changing tempo of the rattling wheels let him judge that they would be stopping within a minute. So he tipped his hat to Elias and then concentrated on getting out with the minimum of fuss.

The moment the stage lurched to a halt, he was on his feet. With a lithe movement, he opened the door and jumped down. The dust had yet to settle and that was fine with Tex.

“I said I’d drop you off on the edge of town,” the driver shouted as he leaned to the side. “But you can still change your mind.”

“Nope,” Tex said as he moved to the back of the stage.

“Then that’s your choice, but I’ll be back this way in a few days. I can stop off and—”

“Get moving!” Tex said. A large building was emerging from behind the dust and the sight added urgency to his demand.

The driver muttered under his breath. Then, with a crack of his whip, he trundled the stage off toward Bear Creek, making the dust swirl and blocking off Tex’s view of the building. Tex moved sideways, following the path of the stage to keep himself hidden from anyone who might be nearby for a few more seconds.

Then he halted and waited. Repeatedly, the dust coalesced and thinned, giving him brief flashes of the large building as the stage rattled away until in a moment the dust cleared, to leave him with uninterrupted vision.

The building was an abandoned shell. Then again, he had alighted on the edge of town. He turned to face down the main drag. There was more of the same. Most of the buildings were hollowed-out skeletons.

Some buildings had been burned down, others had fallen down, and there was no sign of any living person amid the dust and the sun-baked dirt. To his side the rotting town sign confirmed that the driver had, in fact, dropped him off in Diamond Springs.

The sign stood at an angle looking as if a strong wind would topple it. The fading legend claimed that at one time seventy-five people had lived here, but the number had been crossed out and a large zero had been painted in red, and now even the paint was flaking. Tex shrugged and, with a roll of the shoulders, he headed on into town.

––––––––
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Rafferty Horn moved to push open the door, but then he changed his mind and gestured for his massive associate to carry out the task in his usual manner. Accordingly, Bud took a giant step forward and kicked the door with the sole of his boot.

The door split in two. Rafferty put on a welcoming smile. Then he slipped past Bud and stepped neatly between the two halves as they fell to the floor. Inside, Oliver Lee was standing in the center of his main room, fingering a short, thick log with menace, but his hunched shoulders showed that he knew the puny weapon wouldn’t save him.

“Give me fifty dollars, now,” Rafferty said using his most pleasant tone.

“You know I haven’t got it,” Oliver babbled, sweat breaking out on his forehead. “I told you yesterday. I surely did. There’s nothing else I can do.”

“Except there’s a rumor going around that you got lucky in a poker game.”

Oliver’s eyes opened wide and his mouth fell open, displaying surprise in a way that Rafferty reckoned he couldn’t feign. As Oliver struggled to find an answer, Bud lumbered along to stand at Rafferty’s shoulder. The closeness of the huge man made Oliver shake so much the log shed bark.

“I don’t play poker,” Oliver said at last. He gestured behind him at the ajar door to another room. His wife was standing beyond the gap. Two children were clutching at her skirts and demanding to know what was happening. “I can’t when I have a family to support.”

Oliver lowered the log. Then he spread his arms and put on a pleading expression, but his eyes remained sad showing that he knew he had no hope of clemency. Rafferty smiled and then frowned, trying to appear as if he were pondering on Oliver’s fate, while Bud remained impassive, but then again he rarely acted in an animated manner.

The tense moment lasted for only thirty seconds, but it was long enough for the beads of sweat on Oliver’s brow to coalesce into a droplet that slid down to his cheek and then jaw where it dangled before falling.

“Bud, re-arrange the furniture,” Rafferty said, speaking softly.

As Bud rolled his substantial shoulders and stepped forward, Oliver raised the log to shoulder height and swung the weapon in an arc toward Bud’s head. With a casual gesture Bud raised a hand and caught the log, halting it so suddenly the rest of the bark rained down on him. Then he yanked the crude weapon from Oliver’s grasp and hefted it in his own hand ready to use it as a cudgel.

“I’m obliged,” he intoned. His voice was deep, but after working with Bud for two years, Rafferty could tell that he’d found the change of situation amusing.

Oliver advanced on him with his fists rising, but Bud had already dismissed him from his thoughts. With a bored gesture, he slapped a meaty palm against Oliver’s face, flattening his nose while wrapping the fingers so far around his cheeks they stretched beyond the ears.

Bud shoved, making Oliver go wheeling away for two paces before he slipped and went sliding all his length to come to a halt against the wall. Bud got to work. Swinging the log back and forth as if it were nothing more than a twig, he proceeded to demolish everything Oliver had worked to achieve.

The stew in the pot that stood before the fire splashed against the wall, while the pot broke through the window shutters. Plates on the table went flying and then the table itself went tumbling.

Oliver had enough sense not to get in Bud’s way and instead he clambered to his feet to stand in front of Rafferty. He wiped blood away from his nose and then raised his hands in a pleading gesture.

“Give it to me,” Rafferty said.

“I haven’t got no money,” Oliver said. He gestured at the destruction Bud was wreaking. “You’re right. I did play poker, but I was desperate and I only won enough to feed my family for another week. The money’s gone now.”

This admission had the ring of truth. As Bud converted the table to firewood, Rafferty withdrew an envelope from an inside pocket and thrust it into Oliver’s hands.

“I said, give it to me, now!” Rafferty demanded, speaking loudly.

Oliver fingered the envelope with his eyes narrowed and confused. Then, with a shrug, he opened it to reveal the wad of bills inside. He jerked his head up to face Rafferty. A silent question was on his lips, but when Rafferty folded his arms, he stopped questioning his luck.

“Stop!” he bleated. “I’ll give you the money.”

Bud brought the log down again, splitting the table, and then turned as Oliver held out the envelope. Rafferty reached over to the envelope and withdrew the money. He carefully counted through it with his eyebrows raised as if he hadn’t expected this capitulation.

“It’d seem that you’ve now repaid your debt,” he said. “Don’t hold out on me again.”

“I . . . I . . . won’t,” Oliver murmured, searching Rafferty’s eyes for an explanation. “But I sure won’t ever get into debt to Creswell Washington again.”

“They all say that.”

Rafferty removed Creswell’s debt book from his pocket and, with a grand gesture that made Oliver smile, he made an obvious tick. He turned the book around and indicated the spot where Oliver should sign, his attitude now businesslike.

Then he backed away while smiling and waded through the debris that Bud had created. As he left, consternation grew back in the house as Oliver’s wife came out of hiding to ask the inevitable questions, so he moved away briskly in case Bud overheard what they said.

Not that Bud would mention the matter if it concerned him. Bud wasn’t the type for conversation, but ten minutes later when Rafferty headed into the Dark Night Saloon on the main drag through Bear Creek, Creswell Washington was certainly in the mood to talk.

Creswell ushered him away from the half-filled saloon room to his upstairs office. As usual, he bade Bud to wait outside in the corridor to ensure they weren’t disturbed. Creswell moved over to stand at his office window where he surveyed what he viewed as being his domain.

Even in the early afternoon the street was bustling with activity. On the window an arc proclaimed Creswell’s name and he stood beneath it, tapping fist against palm behind his back. He stood for so long without speaking that he would have made Rafferty uncomfortable, if it weren’t for the fact that Rafferty also made people wait when he was in the superior position.

“Did everyone pay?” Creswell asked.

“Everyone, even Oliver Lee, although Bud had to demolish half his house first,” Rafferty said.

Rafferty threw Creswell’s debt book on to his desk followed by an envelope containing a wad of bills. The noise made Creswell turn his head, but he ignored the money.

“That’s welcome. It’ll help to replenish my dwindling fortune.”

“Are the businesses not doing so well, then?”

“They are.” Creswell turned. “But money’s gone missing from my safe, again.”

“How much?” Rafferty said levelly.

Creswell turned to the wad of bills, his brow furrowed with suppressed anger.

“The amount’s irrelevant. The fact that someone I trust stole from me isn’t. When I find the culprit he’ll lose my trust, and after Mitch Sawyer has finished with him, he’ll have lost his ability to enjoy life.”

“I understand. Do you want me to find out who did it?”

“I don’t need your help,” Creswell said, his tone lowering with menace. “I’ve already put measures in place to find out who’s gone and gotten himself a death wish. After the last time it happened, I made small tears in some of my bills. When I see those tears again, I’ll question the man who owns them.”

Creswell offered a thin smile and then left the window to slip down behind his desk. He stretched out a hand for the envelope, his blank expression inviting Rafferty to speak, but Rafferty couldn’t think of anything he could say.

Creswell withdrew the first bill and examined it. Then he withdrew the second. Rafferty cast his mind back, but he couldn’t remember coming across any torn bills when he’d given the money to Creswell’s debtors, so this could be a bluff.

If it wasn’t, he was more familiar than most with how Creswell would react. On the other hand, he’d worked for Creswell for two years. He might be able to talk himself out of this situation, but only if he spoke up now.

“Wait,” he said.

Creswell stopped with the third bill half-withdrawn from the envelope.

“For what?”

Rafferty tried to reply, but his mouth had gone dry. As he struggled to find the right thing to say, rapid footfalls sounded in the corridor outside.

“That sounds like trouble,” he said with relief at getting an unexpected distraction.

Then the door burst open and one of Cresswell’s workers, Wiley Gaunt, arrived, although as Bud had grabbed him around the waist he stayed in the doorway.

“I’m busy,” Creswell said.

“But there’s a problem,” Wiley said. His voice was gruff showing that being the bearer of bad news had scared him, as it should.

“I’d gathered.” Creswell narrowed his eyes, promising Rafferty that he wouldn’t be distracted into forgetting this matter. “I hope for your sake it’s serious.”

“It is. The stage is late and Sheriff Bryce went scouting around to see if there’d been any trouble. He’s just gotten back and it’s terrible news. Elias’s not on it.”

Creswell slammed his fist on the desk, flipping the envelope over and sending the bills fluttering away.

“I wanted to end this matter today.”

“You didn’t get what I meant,” Wiley said, wringing his hands. “It’s not just that he’s not on the stage. Nobody else is on it either. The stage is standing there outside town and there’s not nobody on it at all!”
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Chapter Two
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Wiley Gaunt’s pronouncement that the stage had been deserted turned out to be not entirely accurate. When Rafferty Horn and Creswell Washington located Sheriff Bryce outside the law office, he confirmed that the stage had been abandoned outside town.

Strangely, it was also several miles away from its usual route. The driver had gone, as had Elias, but one passenger had still been on board. He had been asleep and he had claimed to be surprised when he’d found himself the subject of the lawman’s interest.

With the sheriff not believing he could have slept through an event that had led to the other passenger disappearing, Bryce had arrested him on suspicion of being involved in the incident.

“How long are you keeping your prisoner?” Creswell asked.

“Until he becomes cooperative and convinces me he’s not involved in whatever happened out there,” Bryce said.

“If you want answers, I’ll get them.”

Bryce raised a hand in a warding off gesture while snorting a harsh laugh.

“I’m sure you could, but I like my prisoners to still be alive when they leave my care.” Bryce frowned. “So why was Elias coming here?”

Creswell provided an ingratiating smile. “I’m always keen to help the law. He’s a respected business associate of mine.”

Bryce snorted. “Never try bluffing at poker, Creswell. Even Oliver Lee could tell you’re lying.”

Before Creswell could retort, the sheriff headed into the law office, leaving Creswell facing the closed door with his fists opening and closing. When he regained his composure, he drew Rafferty aside to walk with him back to the Dark Night Saloon.

“That lawman is getting too many ideas these days,” he said.

“I reckon he thinks he runs the law.”

Rafferty had meant his comment to be sarcastic, but Creswell nodded.

“I know, and the sooner this town gets a lawman who knows his place the better.” Creswell pointed toward the place where the stage had been left. “For now, use your old investigating skills and get me some answers about what’s happened to Elias Sutherland.”

Rafferty winced when he heard Elias’s full name for the first time.

“That would be Loudon Sutherland’s brother from Diamond Springs?”

“It would.” Creswell stopped outside his saloon, his sly smile showing that Rafferty’s discomfiture amused him. “So as you can imagine, I’m keen to know what’s happened to him.”

“I understand. Do you want me to bring him back dead or alive?”

“Alive. I want answers.” Creswell withdrew the bills he’d been examining earlier from his pocket and peeled off several. “While you’re finding him, Mitch can devote his time to working out who’s discovered the combination to my safe.”

Rafferty met Creswell’s eye. “I wish him luck.”

Creswell extracted a bill with an obvious tear at the side and held the bill aloft. Then he stuffed it along with several others into Rafferty’s pocket.

“That’s for expenses,” he said. “Don’t disappoint me.”

Without further comment Creswell headed inside, but Rafferty didn’t need to be told anything more. Creswell now had him. In truth, for the last two years he’d had him in the palm of his hand, but now that his attempt to curtail Creswell’s worst excesses had been uncovered, the hand was ready to tighten into a fist around him.

So he set about satisfying his master’s orders by collecting Bud from where he’d been left outside Creswell’s office. They joined Deputy Graham Haywood’s group, which was heading out of town to collect the stage.

These four men were eager to see first hand the source of a mystery that everyone in town would be talking about come sundown. Rafferty didn’t join in the chatter. Bud was silent as usual.

Five miles out of town they reached the stage. It proved to be as incongruous a sight as they’d been led to believe. The stage stood alone on the plains, the horses gone, the only movement being the open doors rocking back and forth in the breeze.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE SEARCH
FOR THE~
g






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





