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The man called Ed lunged at her
with the bottle before she had time to finish. She half-turned
towards Herne, holding up her arm for him to see. There was a
crazed gash down the inside of it and the blood was already pouring
freely from the wound. She put her other hand across to try and
stem the flow, but the blood bubbled thickly through her spread
fingers. Herne looked coldly at the wall-eyed man. ‘You got three
seconds to drop that bottle and go for one of them guns,” he
barked.
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This is for Angus Wells. He
writes westerns
too.


Chapter One

Jed Herne shifted his weight
uneasily from one booted foot to the other. He
hadn’t felt
so damned awkward since his ma had made him go off to his first
ever barn dance wearing a brand new pair of pants. Or since he had
gone calling for Louise that first evening…a bunch of flowers
pushed down behind his back. It had been a warm evening, he
remembered, but the hand that held the daffodils had been fixed and
cold.

His Louise—his Louise that was. That had
been. Had been his until the night he hadn’t been able to get back
through the snows to their homestead...

But seven others had. Seven men.
They had killed the wife of his nearest neighbor. Then they had raped Louise.
All seven of them. Until every orifice of her body was running over
with their lust. They had not bothered to kill her. Simply left her
for Herne to find on his return.

They had not needed to kill her: she had
done that herself.

Jed Herne closed his eyes for an instant.
Imprinted sharply upon the back of the lids was the memory of her
body. Swinging. Swinging slightly at the end of the rope she had
tightened about her own neck.

Seven men. He had chased them, tracked them
down like the vermin that they were. He had seen that they paid.
That they died. Even to the last he had enjoyed it. He had stood
over the body of that young boy and fired bullet after bullet into
him from such close range that his body had been torn apart. Only
when his gun was empty had he stopped.

Now that all seven were
dispatched to the shades of Hades, did that mean it was the end? An end?
He didn’t know. Could not be sure. But he suspected that it was not.

Herne’s thoughts were interrupted by the
sudden bellow of a ship’s horn and a voice shouting.

Then she was standing in front of him, her
head held to one side inquisitively. She had on her best new dress
and was carrying a parasol in her left hand. In her right she held
a square-shaped leather bag. The rest of her belongings had been
taken on board earlier.

Herne looked at her and observed, as he had
done many times before, how beautiful she was. How beautiful she
had become since he had taken her with him on his quest for
revenge. A beauty that disturbed him greatly.

He felt as awkward as he had
that first time standing before his Louise. Only this time he
didn’t have
any flowers and he wasn’t courting. He was seeing Becky off on the
journey to England where she was to go to school. She was just
fifteen. ‘What is it, Jed?’

‘Nothin’
special.’ Her eyes didn’t believe him.

‘I was
thinkin’ you’re goin’ to be pretty cold on that ship with only a
dress on. Hell, it’s December. Just ‘cause we’re having some freak
sun, don’t make it summer.’

Becky smiled. She knew that
whatever it was he had been thinking about, it certainly
hadn’t been
the weather.

‘Don’t
fret, Jed. I’ve got my coat in the cabin. I’ll put it on just as
soon as we sail.’ She paused and took a step towards him. ‘They’ve
been calling out for everyone to get on board. I shall have to
go.’

‘Sure.’

Becky took another small step towards Herne.
Right up close to him.

‘Aren’t
you going to kiss me goodbye, Jed?’ she asked, head upturned and
eyes staring into his.

Jed reached out his hands and
placed them on her arms. Through the thin material of the dress,
she could feel the strength of his broad fingers. He squeezed her
and moved his face down over her own. She slid her body between his
arms and he kissed her gently and quickly on the cheek. She
was aware of
the roughness of his skin, where his beard had already begun to
push through despite his morning shave.

‘Jed?’
Her voice sounded strangely loud, unnerved. She said his name again and the
tremor was even more pronounced.

‘I shall
miss you, Jed. More than...more than...’

Herne was certain that she was
going to break down in tears and prayed to heaven that he was wrong.

She was looking at him: her face still very
close to his own.

‘Goodbye, Jed.’

And she kissed him. On the mouth. One moment
her soft, cool lips were pressed against his, the next she had
wheeled away and was running towards the foot of the gangplank, her
bag and parasol bouncing clumsily at the end of either arm.

She was unable to wipe away the tears.

Herne watched the
girl’s
shapely figure as it moved along the deck and heard the shouts of
the sailors as the gangplank was hauled up and final preparations
for moving off were made. He lost sight of her for several minutes,
then she reappeared, one hand clenched round the rail, the other
waving.

He lifted his arm and waved back. Once only.
As positive a gesture as he could make it. Then he turned and
walked away from the dockside.

He knew that it would be
possible for him to remain there until the ship’s sails were no more than white
shadows on the horizon and Becky’s waving hand a gull’s wing on his
imagination. But that was not what he wanted. He had never liked
saying goodbye.

A man who lived as Herne did, by
his gun, couldn’t afford to let the past get in the way of the present. If
you were faced down in the street by a young punk kid with a
six-gun strapped to his side, you couldn’t afford to have some
damned memory come creeping up and tapping you on the
shoulder.

Besides, he had his gutful of memories
already.

The street that led away from the docks was
straight and as he walked along it, Jed Herne never turned round
once.

New York! Herne mentally cursed
the place and spat down into the gutter. Down by the docks it had
been squalid and foul. The wharf buildings ran with rats, even in the
daytime, and the stench that wafted out from between the cracks in
their scarred wooden walls hit you in the face like the smack of an
ugly, open hand.

But maybe, thought Herne, just
maybe, that’s
preferable to being uptown surrounded by...by all this.

He looked across the broad
cobbled street at the four and five storey buildings that stood
squatly in their places, each as hard, as unyielding as its
neighbor. They were
nobody’s homes; places of business. Places where men went each day
and thought up schemes for making more and more money so they could
build more and more of those damned brick hells!

Herne longed for the open space of the
prairie and for a horse beneath him. He would give the animal its
head and let it take him where it chose. Together, they could ride
for ever and never run out of room.

But here. For all the width of
the street, Herne felt cramped, threatened. He looked up at the sky
and as he did so a cloud ran its gray edge over the December
sun.

Herne braced his back against the sudden
cold. He crossed the street, heading back for his hotel. He would
collect his things and get out just as soon as he could.

The hotel was a
three-storey
building with a lot of brass and gilt downstairs in the lobby and
torn and soiled sheets upstairs on the beds. Not that Herne was too
worried by that. It had been a long time since he had slept under
anything other than the old blanket he kept rolled up behind his
saddle.

Herne felt in his pocket and
pulled out a handful of coins. He was wondering whether he could
afford a drink. Hell, he needed a couple of drinks! Only paying a
term’s fee
for Becky’s schooling as well as for her passage across to England
had taken about every dime he had. Still...he flipped a coin up
into the air and caught it smartly...he guessed that a shot of
whisky wouldn’t make that much difference.

He was half way across the rich
red carpet when he noticed the man in the dark suit. He was certain
that he’d
seen him before, standing around the dockside.

Jed ordered his whisky at the
bar and watched the man in the mirror. It was one of those with
an artiste’s
impression of a naked woman painted on it in gold outline. The man’s head
was filling one of her breasts.

Herne turned slow and easy, conscious that
his Colt .45 was upstairs in his room, wrapped up carefully and
stashed away in his bag. All that he had was the honed bayonet
blade which he carried down inside his boot. He shifted the glass
over to his left hand, lowering his right shoulder so that the
fingers of that hand swung loosely above the top of the weapon.

The man in the dark suit looked
directly at
him. He was younger than Herne, but not by many years. His face was
pale, as though he had never exposed it to the sun, almost as
though he had lived permanently in the shadows. The man’s head
twitched–the same odd way it had done the time Herne saw him by the
dockside. That’s how he had remembered seeing him before. The man
stood up–he was about six feet tall and Herne could detect, beneath
the well-tailored clothes, the firm outline of muscles that he
suspected the man knew how to use. And underneath the flap of the
jacket…?

Herne tensed as the
man’s right
hand hovered around the pocket of his coat, then darted inside,
removing the single button from its neatly threaded
hole.

His gun belt was clearly
visible. Herne’s right arm dipped lower, the man’s eye following it down.
He stared piercingly at Herne for several tense seconds then turned
and walked away.

Herne watched him go, making sure that he
was well out of sight before turning back to lean against the bar.
As he finished his drink he kept his eyes on the mirror. But there
was nothing to see: just his own reflection and a painted, naked
lady.

He drained his glass, enjoying the roughness
of the alcohol as it burnt against the back of his throat, then
moved easily over to the desk and collected the key to his room. On
the first flight of stairs the sound of his boots was muffled by
the pile of the carpet. After that, there was nothing but bare
board and the noise of leather on wood reverberated around him.

If there was anyone up there
waiting it would give them plenty of time to get
clear…or to
move back into hiding. Herne stood at the end of the landing,
facing towards his room. There were three doorways on either side
before his own. The corridor was poorly lit.

Herne walked carefully, slowly, every muscle
tensed and ready to react.

But there was no movement, no sound.

He unlocked the door of his room, stepped
quickly inside and locked it again behind him. He picked up the bag
and took out the wrapped gun, laying it down on the bed. Unwound
the soft material and exposed the Colt. Oiled. Cleaned. Deadly.

He lifted it and rolled the
chamber with the forefinger of his left hand. There was a metallic
clicking sound. Perfect. He tested the balance in his hand. That
was perfect too. It was part of him. An extension of his
arm...of his
brain.

There had been a time when he had set it
aside. Had left it for a long time; tucked away in a drawer wrapped
inside the same cloth that now lay unfolded on the bed. That had
been for Louise. For her he had put up his gun. For her he had
taken it up again.

Now it was all he had.

His heart missed a beat as he heard a
footstep on the other side of the door. Not the sound of a man
walking naturally. Someone who did not want to be heard. Someone
who had not succeeded. Someone who was not smart enough.

Herne put one hand on the handle of the
door, the other still gripping the butt of his Colt. He waited
until he heard further movement, then quickly yanked the door
open.

The man in the dark suit stopped
in mid-pace. His legs were apart and his hands were empty. His eyes
were staring down the barrel of Herne’s gun and it didn’t seem like they were
too pleased with what they saw. The head shook more agitatedly than
usual.

Herne gestured with the
gun. ‘Maybe
you’d better step inside, friend. All this pussyfootin’ around
don’t seem like it’s goin’ to be good for your health.’

The man did as Herne suggested.
There was no way in which he was about to do anything else. He may
not have been all that smart, but he wasn’t a complete fool.

Herne shut the door and relocked
it. He pointed towards the room’s solitary chair. ‘Take the weight off your feet.
You bin doin’ so much walking around, I reckon you must be tired
out.’

The man looked for a hint of a
smile on the westerner’s face.

He didn’t find one. Only two piercing eyes
that seemed to look right through him.

‘Now
you’re comfortable, why don’t you unbutton that coat of
yours?’

The man looked as if he was about to open
his mouth in protest, until the Colt jabbed in his direction. He
undid his coat.

‘Now use
your finger and thumb to ease that gun out of its holster and drop
it down on the carpet. Take it careful, now.’

He did as he was told, never
once looking at his gun as he did so, but still staring at the one
that was pointing at him, with the broad thumb resting lightly
against the hammer. Ready to cock it back in an instant.

‘Right,’
said Herne when the gun was on the floor between them, ‘now suppose
you tell me what the hell you’re playing at.’

‘Me…I…’
The attempt at an answer was lost in a series of jerks of the head.
Herne was beginning to wonder if he might shake it plumb
off.

‘Keep
your hair on, friend. I can’t see no way you’re goin’ to get out of
telling me what I want to know, so I should just sit as still as
you can manage and let me have it.’

Again, since he
wasn’t a
total fool, the man decided to do as he was told.

‘I was
hired to follow you. See what you were doing. Certain party seemed
anxious to know if you was intent on leaving the country or not. I
had to check on that. When it became obvious you was staying, I was
supposed to find out what your plans was. ‘S’far as I
could.’

‘That
all?’ Herne asked.

The man nodded.
‘That’s how it was.
Didn’t rightly know too much about it.’

‘How
come they hired you?’

His expression showed that he
didn’t know
how he was supposed to answer, but he answered anyway. ‘Got me an
office here. Private detective.’

His voice swelled out with pride.

‘You
ain’t from New York, though?’

‘Hell,
no. I’m from Mississippi.’ The accent was becoming broader with
each sentence he spoke.

‘What
you doin’ in this place then?’

‘Figured
that New York was the place to come to get on. Make a name for
myself. Make some money. This is where the money is.’

‘And
who’s paying you yours?’ Herne sat down on the edge of the bed and
rested the Colt on his knee.

The man didn’t answer. Herne asked him
again. He still didn’t answer. Herne raised the gun from his knee
and pointed it at the detective’s chest. The thumb went to the
hammer and began to ease it back.

‘I asked
you a question,’ he said, threateningly.

‘Look...’ a shake of the head and a cough, ‘…look, mister,
you’ve got to understand, it’s agin my code as a private detective
to divulge the identity of one of my clients.’

Herne grinned.
‘Well, I’ll tell you
something that you’d better understand and understand good. If my
thumb keeps working its way back the way that it is, a point is
goin’ to be reached where it won’t go back no further. After that
there’s only one way it can go and that’s forwards. If it does that
then I reckon from this range it’s goin’ to splash a whole lot of
your body all over your fine suit and over the walls of this hotel
room too.’

Herne grinned again:
‘You reckon you can
understand that?’

The man nodded, frightened eyes
fixed nervously on Herne’s thumb.

‘Right
then, who hired you to follow me around? You goin’ to be sensible
and tell me?’

‘Sure,
mister. Sure. I’ll tell you.’

‘That’s
good,’ said Herne and he let the hammer of the Colt slowly back
down. He set the gun down beside him on the bed.

‘See,’
the detective began hesitantly, ‘I had a wire from…’ He paused to
shake his head yet again, then dipped his body forward in a sudden
cough. Only the body kept on dipping...

His hand dived for the floor,
aiming to scoop up the gun which he had dropped there. He moved
fast and he had the advantage of taking Herne completely by
surprise. Which meant that he actually got his fingers around the
butt before something hit him hard in the left shoulder.
Herne’s boot.
The impact was hard enough to send him rolling across the
room and into the
wardrobe that stood against the wall. But not enough to make him
let go of the gun.

He bounced back and tried to level his arm. Herne dived
on top of him, not wanting to use his own
weapon if he could avoid it. His outstretched hands grabbed at the
detective’s forearm and forced it upwards, while his right elbow
jabbed into his face.

There was a groan and a shout which was muffled by the
same elbow coming in again. Herne squeezed the gun
arm, pushing it away. Then he brought
it down hard against the floor. Once.
Twice. Three times.

Still the fingers would not loose their hold. Herne
jumped up into a crouch and let go with his
right hand, bringing it hard and fast
across the detective’s face. He stood taller, lifted his
foot; brought the heel down on to the underside of
the arm.

This time once
was enough.

The fingers opened and let go of the gun as the man’s
mouth opened in a scream of pain. Herne
booted the gun away and then booted the mouth shut.

He watched as the man crawled back and sat huddled
against the front of the wardrobe, both
hands held to his mouth. Blood was seeping
down through his fingers and running under the cuffs of his suit and on to his white shirt. He pulled a hand
away and spat. A gout of crimson splashed down on to the
worn rug and something glistening white, probably
a piece of broken tooth, came away with
it.

Eventually he looked up at Herne, who still had not
moved. When the nervous tic moved his head,
he lifted a hand to still it and when that moved back to his mouth
it left a dark red streak across the pale forehead.

‘I’m
waiting,’ Herne growled. ‘You said you was goin’ to tell me
somethin’.’

The detective looked at him. ‘I can’t, mister.’ The voice
was quieter than before, but in the
stillness of the room Herne could hear him
easily enough. The only other sound was the gurgling sound the man made when he breathed.

‘The way
I see it,’ Herne told him, ‘you don’t have an awful lot of
choice.’

‘Mister, if it gets out that I’ve talked about
a client, I’m never going to get another job.’

‘If it
gets out that you’re dead, you ain’t goin’ to get too many jobs
either.’

‘You
wouldn’t...’

Herne
didn’t say anything. Just looked down at him. The man knew that he
would. So he told him.

‘It was this feller from the west coast. San
Francisco. Senator, he reckoned to
be. Name of Nolan.’ He looked up at Herne.
‘That name mean anything to you?’

Herne
grunted. The name meant something to him, right enough.

‘What
you goin’ t’do with me?’

‘You take on anythin’ else for Nolan? He hire you to
do anythin’ other than follow me?’
Herne asked.

The detective shook his head emphatically. ‘No. Just to
tail you. Let him know by wire what you
did.’

‘What
you aimin’ to tell him?’

The detective thought for a couple of minutes then
said, questioningly, ‘That you caught the
boat along with the girl?’

Herne
nodded. ‘Right. You do that and I’ll reckon we’re about square.
That seem all right with you?’

‘Yes.
Reckon.’

Herne
waited while the man made attempts to clean himself; he was going
to walk down to the cable office with him to make sure the right
message was sent.

‘Hey, detective,’ Herne said as they were walking along
the street. What’s your name,
anyway?’

The man
fished into his pocket and handed him a card. Herne looked at it:
Tom Mitchell, it read, Private Detective. Then an
address.

‘You got
any kin?’ Herne asked him.

‘Sure.
Wife and a little boy.’

‘What do
they think about this job of yours?’

Mitchell shrugged his shoulders
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