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Chapter One






THE WOMAN STIRRED as Lassiter slipped out of bed and
murmured sleepily, “What time is it?”

Lassiter was getting into his underwear. He walked
to the window and looked outside. It was still dark, but there was
a faint glow in the eastern sky and the stars were paling. In the
alley below, a dog nosed among refuse, a shadow among the deeper
shadows.

“Time to go,” Lassiter
said.

The woman sat up in bed now, eyes still sleepy.
“Lassiter—so soon?”

“I’ll be back,” he told her. He had a
long way to go and he wanted an early start.

He walked back to her and bent over her and kissed
her. She clung to him, warm, soft, lips hungry, firm breasts
pushing against him.

“Lassiter,” she breathed, “a quarter
of a million dollars! We can live off it and make it do for the
rest of our lives!”

Lassiter nodded. Kathy O’Neil was the only woman he
had run across he would say that to.

“The rest of our lives
…”

“Tampico,” he said softly. “Then south
to Buenos Aires. I’ve been there. A friend of mine owns a big
spread. We’ll settle down, let things quiet down …”

“Yes,” Kathy murmured, “oh, yes
…”

He drew back, finished dressing. The room was still
dark but he didn’t turn the lamp up. His gun belts felt good around
his lean waist.

Kathy sank back on her pillow, Lassiter and the
warmth of the desert night giving her a delicious feeling of
lassitude.

“By tomorrow night we’ll be on our
way,” she said. “Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, more money
than I ever dreamed of.”

Lassiter slipped into his brush jacket and cocked
his battered hat over his right eye. No one knew him here. No one,
except an old derelict named Felton. It was Felton who had brought
him here in the first place. A barely legible scrawl on a torn
piece of paper had reached him at his postal drop in El Paso.

“Only sorry I won’t be here when Cindy
comes,” Kathy murmured.

Lassiter swung around to her, frowning. “Cindy?”

“My sister. Didn’t I tell you?” Kathy
turned to him. “She wrote me she was coming to see me. Mom died and
she’s alone now. But she’s got some money. Sold the old
farm.”

Lassiter shrugged. He wasn’t interested in Kathy’s
sister.

“She’s a lot younger than I,” Kathy
went on. “Must be eighteen by now. I haven’t seen her in
years.”

“Get some sleep,” Lassiter
interrupted. “You’ll need it. You won’t be getting much
later.”

He walked to the door. “I’ll have the horses staked
out, supplies cached, water spotted along the old Apache trail
…”

“What about Felton?” she said. “You
sure we can trust him?”

“Have to,” Lassiter said. “What’s he
got to lose?”

He started to go out.

She sat up again, troubled now. “You sure we can
make it? Across that desert?”

Lassiter smiled. “Sure, we’ll make it.”

She was a vague shape in bed, but he didn’t need
light to see her clearly. He knew her body intimately—long legs,
auburn hair, impish green eyes, firm breasts.

Kathy shivered, although the night was warm.

“Lassiter,” she said, “I’ve got a
terrible feeling I won’t be seeing you again.”

He went back to her, kissed her again. “You’ll see
me,” he said. “You’ll see so much of me you’ll get sick of me.”

She clung to him. “Never,” she cried, “Oh, never
…”

She lay back as Lassiter left, eyes closing, his
reassurance stilling the vague terror inside her.

One more day in the bank. One more day smiling,
waiting on people. One more day as Kathy O’Neil, bank teller.

 


The five men lounged in the shadows of a clump of
live oaks, their horses picketed in the coulee below, sucking at
dried clumps of grass. Five trail-toughened, war-coarsened,
unshaven men still wearing parts of their old uniforms—Confederate
gray and Union blue. Five outcasts—gun-ready, lawless, more deadly
than any of the desert predators.

“That’s it?” the youngest one asked.
His mouth was dry and his question was barely audible. He was
slat-thin, still pimply, with small, close-set eyes. A dented brass
Army bugle was slung across his narrow shoulders. It was his prized
possession and even sleeping he kept it close to him. A dirty,
Union blue forage cap sat on top of his thick, straw-colored
hair.

He was looking down on a town sprawled out on the
flat below them. A butte rose behind it, seven miles long,
flat-topped, bare of vegetation. A stage road curled along the base
of it and disappeared north of the settlement.

“Don’t look like much,” he added. He
ran his tongue across cracked lips. “Don’t look like money to
me.”

Way off toward the southwest the morning sun glared
from the desert, a long alkali-white stretch of dried lake bed,
with black desolate mountain ranges beyond. For a hundred miles
there was no water … at least, not known to the men who had mapped
it. To the Apaches it was the “Land of the Shimmering Death,” to
the hard-bitten men of the Seventh Cavalry it was just plain
“Hell!” The early Spaniards had a name for it, but it was
unprintable. A few hardy prospectors had ventured into it, not many
had returned.

“Yeah,” the group leader answered.
“That’s Deadwood.”

He was standing beside the pimply kid known as
Taps—whatever else had been tied to the kid’s name had been long
since forgotten.

Then, bleakly he said,
“Deadwood—and Lassiter!”

There was an old hate in the man’s voice,
a bitter venom. He stood tall, rangy, hard as the desert rocks, his
eyes a light blue under sun-bleached, tawny brows. He wore two guns
at his hips, Remington .44s, and a knife in a sheath down the back
of his neck. He had fought Johnny Rebs and goddamned Yankees. He
had fought Indians and Mexicans. He had fought all of his life and
he knew nothing else. He was thirty-five but he looked older. If
ten scars made a man, then he was a man thrice over. His name was Sallivan. No
one called him anything else. This was the name which graced a
score of “wanted” posters all over the West.

Ketchican took a swallow from his battered canteen.
He was a short man, broad as he was tall, strong as an ox and not
much brighter. Red-haired, thick-lipped, he thought of little
beyond women and drink and food and he wasn’t particular about any
of them.

“Ass end of nowhere,” he growled,
running the back of his hairy hand across his lips. “I have to
agree with the kid, Sallivan. Can’t be much money down
there.”

“Hell, it’s worth a try,” Rawhide
growled, coming up alongside Ketchican. He loomed taller than any
of the five—a lean, savage man, smooth-shaven, as hairless as an
Indian. One cold gray eye looked straight into a man; the other was
askew, looking off, as though wary, expecting trouble.

He glanced at Sallivan. “You sure about that old
sonofabitch Felton?”

Sallivan had his back to Rawhide. He didn’t turn.
“Yeah,” he said thinly, “I’m sure.”

“An old bum, brains addled by cheap
whiskey,” Barengo Jones said quietly. He was the last of the five,
a farm boy once who still looked like one despite the gun on his
hip. Barengo Jones was not his real name, but he answered to it. He
was the only one who sometimes dreamed of going back to his
hometown in Ohio—going back in style, money in his jeans, a jaunt
to his walk, a sometimes dream he wanted to believe in.

“I wouldn’t trust that old bastard
farther than I kin spit,” Barengo added. He shrugged, scowling.
“Why are you sure, Sallivan?”

Sallivan was watching the distant figure
riding up the
slope towards them. He turned slowly now to face Barengo, eyes cold
as ice water.

“I said I was sure,” he said bleakly.
“That’s all you need to know, Barengo!”

Barengo felt the chill of death in the
air. He took an involuntary step backward, licked his lips.
Touched a nerve
somewhere, he
thought. He wondered what connection there was between Sallivan and
the old man whose message had brought them here.

He was riding a mule, and he looked uncomfortable
and vaguely fearful. An old hat so tattered someone had discarded
it was tilted over his watery eyes, strands of dirty white hair
showing beneath it. He sniffled, wiping at his vein-broken nose
with a hand as gnarled as the bark of one of the trees under which
the five waited.

He pulled up in the shade, wiped his face with a
dirty bandanna handkerchief.

“Damned hot already,” Felton said.
“Gonna get a lot hotter.”

Sallivan’s voice snapped at him. “When?”

“Today,” Felton said. “Four
o’clock.”

“The stage?”

The old man hesitated, gathering his thoughts. “Due
in around three-thirty. Coming by way of the old Yaqui road.”

Sallivan nodded. “Get back to town before someone
misses you.”

Felton’s watery eyes searched among the grim faces
watching him.

“You’ll leave something for me, won’t
you?” he whined. “Just enough to carry me in my old age.” He
sniffled again and wiped his nose. “Don’t need much …”

“Get back!” Sallivan said brusquely.
“And remember what you’re supposed to do.”

Felton nodded.

“Stay off the whiskey!” Sallivan
warned. “And keep your mouth shut!”

“Lassiter,” the old man mumbled.
“He’ll kill me when he finds out.”

Sallivan’s eyes glittered. “I’ll take care of
Lassiter,” he said. “I told you I would.”

The old man turned the mule. Riding toward the draw,
he looked back. “Just one thing, son,” he said. His voice was
steady, pleading. “Leave the girl alone. She … she’s been kind to
me.”

“Get going!” Sallivan
snapped.

The others were watching him, frowning. Barengo
said, “Son?” Then, unbelieving, he asked, “You—he’s your
father?”

“Shut up!” Sallivan
snapped.

He turned and looked down on the distant town under
the butte. A quarter of a million dollars for the taking. And
Lassiter the goat!

For the first time in months Sallivan smiled, a
slash of mirth across his savage face.

Ketchican stared after the old man heading back to
town. “Girl?” He turned to Sallivan. “What girl?”

Sallivan shrugged. “Forget what he said. We’ve got a
job to do.” He glanced up at the lowering sun. “And just enough
time to pull it off.”

He motioned toward the baked dry hills. “The stage
first—then, the quarter of a million dollars!”

 



Chapter Two


KATHY O’NEIL WATCHED the clock hands drag slowly
through the morning. It was coming on noon and the heat outside was
beginning to penetrate the bank’s interior. She brushed damp hair
from her forehead and smiled brightly at an older woman, who was
making small talk. But her thoughts were miles away, with Lassiter
out in that broiling hell of desert, checking last minute water
supplies along the route they would be taking.

A quarter of a million
dollars!
Kathy sighed. She could endure most anything for that kind of
money.

Harvey Kramer, the teller at the next window,
plucked nervously at his chin. He was a thin, taciturn man married
to a woman bigger and older than he, who had recently brought her
widowed mother to live with them. Harvey looked like a man trapped
in a cage from which he would never escape; his pale eyes had a
haunted, bitter look as he glanced at Kathy.

Kathy’s chin stiffened. She’d never be like
that—trapped here behind a teller’s cage until she was old,
withered, and finally dismissed. Not after today, not after four
o’clock.

A door behind the low walnut railing
opened and a stout good-looking man of fifty stood framed in the
doorway. Bank President Evelle Catlock was usually a genial man; he
liked good food, women and horses. He was particular about his
clothes, and his appearance. He wore a waistcoat with a
watch and a
looping gold chain, even in the hottest weather. But he appeared
nervous now, plucking at his watch, eyeing it, slipping it back
inside his pocket. He turned his glance to the clock on the wall,
as though by sheer force of will he could make the time move faster
to the moment of the stage’s arrival, when the heavy burden of a
quarter of a million dollars would be taken from his bank and
become someone else’s responsibility.

Outside, small puffs of white clouds dragged shadows
across the street. A wagon rolled by, raising a thin veil of dust
that would filter into the bank through cracks in the window
framing and door. It was hot. Even the stray dogs sought whatever
shade they could find at this time of day in Deadwood.

Catlock mopped his brow, turned back into his
office, closing his door behind him. For the moment the bank was
empty. Kathy took the opportunity to go to the front door, look out
and past the low sand hills rising just beyond the west end of
town.

An old man shuffled into view from behind a small
warehouse. He was clutching a bottle, and as he passed Kathy he
looked away.

Kathy felt a stab of uneasiness. The old man looked
guilty about something, she thought. She called out to him, her
voice pitched low: “Pop? …”

But Felton avoided her, walking with head down, his
boots dragging through the white alkali dust of the street.

Something was wrong!

Kathy sensed it in Felton’s avoidance of her. She
had never trusted Pop Fenton—to her the old drunk was the weak link
in their bank scheme. But for reasons of his own, Lassiter had.

The icy hand of dread gripped Kathy as she
turned to go back to her teller’s cage. She stopped;
her attention drawn
to the rider coming into town.

He was a stranger to Deadwood. He was clinging to
his sweat-frothed horse, hunched over, his hands clawing into the
animal’s mane. As he came up by the bank the rider slipped off and
fell in a sprawling heap by the steps.

Kathy stared down at him. A long, lean man,
clean-shaven, wearing remnants of a Confederate uniform. A
hard-looking man with a cast in one eye and a well-oiled gun in a
worn leather holster.

She noticed this as the man struggled to his feet,
looked up at her. His right arm hung limp, and there was blood on
his shirt.

“Sheriff …” the man croaked. “Get the
sheriff …”

Kathy remained rooted where she was. But a townsman,
coming up the walk, turned and started to run back down the
street.

The stranger staggered to the bank steps, sank down,
and put his head between his legs. He looked gravely hurt, spent.
Ordinarily Kathy would have gone to help. Something held her … a
feeling of impending disaster.

People were beginning to gather around the stranger.
Sheriff Stevens came over and pushed through the small group in
front of the bank.

The wounded man caught the glitter of the lawman’s
badge. “The … the stage …” the stranger said. He seemed to have
trouble speaking. “Held up five miles east of here. Couple of
highwaymen. I happened to ride by an’ …” He trailed off, clutching
his wounded arm.

The sheriff, a rangy, mild-mannered man in
his forties, wheeled around to a younger man standing next to him.
“Jess!” He snapped. “Round up every able-bodied man in town. I’ll deputize
them on the way.”

Jess ran off. The sheriff hunkered down beside the
wounded man.

“How many did you say?”

“Saw only two. But there musta been
more. They opened fire before I knew what was happening.” The
wounded man shuddered. “Gawd … it was awful. Reg’lar
slaughterhouse. Saw bodies lyin’ all around. Women … a small girl
…”

The sheriff straightened; his face grim. Jess came
up, leading the sheriff’s saddled mount. A dozen grim-faced men
were mounted behind him.

“Easy, feller,” the sheriff said to
the wounded man. “Doc Rayburn’ll be along any minute …”

He swung up into the saddle. The posse flanked him
as they spurred out of town.

Kathy backed slowly into the bank, went behind her
teller’s cage. Harvey was eating his lunch. “What’s going on out
there?” he asked.

Kathy didn’t answer him.

 


Doc Rayburn, a fat, red-faced man in
his mid-thirties, pushed through the small group
surrounding the
stranger. He crouched down beside the man and started to rip open
his shirt.

“I’m Doc Rayburn,” he said. He was
puffing a little from hurrying. “Here, let me take a look
…”

He gasped, fell back, as the cold muzzle of a .45
jabbed the fat bulge under his chin. The ‘wounded’ man stood up. He
was holding his gun in his right hand, and he didn’t look hurt at
all now.

“Get inside, Doc!” the man said. He
shoved the fat man toward the bank door.

Riders were coming into town from the west. Four men
as dusty, nondescript and violent as the stranger who had decoyed
the sheriff and his posse out of town.

They swung in toward the bank, scattering the small
group of townspeople.

Sallivan said: “Good work, Rawhide.” He raised his
gun and made a sweeping motion to the frightened assemblage.
“Anyone make a move an’ we’ll burn this town to the ground!”

They went inside the bank. Barengo Jones and Rawhide
waited outside, fanning out from the bank, guns ready.

When Kathy saw them come in, she knew her worst
fears had come true. Harvey, part of a sandwich in his mouth,
gagged. He dropped the rest of it and stood frozen, eyes
bugging.

Sallivan vaulted the low railing and
strode to the door marked Private. Ketchican, a loose grin on his face, eyed Kathy.
Taps stood by the door, nervously fingering his pouched Colt, his
bugle strapped across his shoulder.

Sallivan emerged from the bank office a moment
later
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