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Returning to the town of
Stinking Springs, Arizona, ex-mine owner Jason Hazard meets with an
unexpected cold reception. Vic Olsen – an old enemy of his – is now
the new mine owner and hates Hazard with a vengeance. Added to his
trouble the town seems cursed: other miners are suffering; cave-ins
and payroll robberies and when a foreman goes missing, Hazard is
quickly put in the frame for all the troubles. He’ll need all the
remaining friends he has as hell breaks loose in Stinking
Springs.
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Chapter One

 


GRAVEN-FACED,
JASON Hazard dismounted and gave his attention to
the big horse’s forefeet. Steamy heat glued the wet shirt to his
back. A leather-hilt knife hung sheath-sewn into his butternut
trousers at the left hip; he slipped the knife into his hand and
dug a pebble from the horseshoe rim. The big sorrel put its foot
down gently and blinked at him. Jason Hazard squatted motionless on
his heels, tipped his hat back wearily and dragged a sleeve across
his forehead. Heat blasted the mountainsides. Here and there he
could see the tailings of abandoned silver diggings. There was not
a single tree anywhere in sight, not a blade of grass.

Canyon walls spilled away below him. Down
through the foothills he could see the dust-grey town squatting in
the sun. From this altitude the length of the western desert seemed
foreshortened; it unrolled from the cactus-studded hills, expanding
in hot yellows and greys to the far horizon. Curling along the
bases of the foothills, the track of the Rio Soldado marked itself
with brush clumps and dead trees, all of it dry and dead. The river
was only sand—two years’ drought had boiled away the last drop of
its water.

Heat haze undulated over the far desert,
making it shimmer. The sky was brass; Jason Hazard kept his eyes
hooded against it. A vulture swept down from the higher peaks and
planed overhead, silent, not beating its wings. Jason Hazard
touched the backstrap of his holster gun and got to his feet. The
vulture swooped away, dropping in a sideslip of graceful
flight.

Jason Hazard pulled his
hatbrim low, put his back to the desolate panorama, and had another
look at the sorrel’s hoof. He made a judgment and lips formed the
words: Tender but sound.

Ready to mount, he gathered the reins and
half-turned. Some sound arrested him there and he stood bolt still,
listening past the quiet puff of the horse’s breathing. He turned
his head slowly, to expose the flats of his eardrums to the.
compass points. Under the heavy drooping mustache his lips drew
out, flat and thin, cruel.

For a time he heard nothing, and then it
reached him—the scrape and rattle of horsehoofs clattering faintly
through the rocks. He turned his attention toward a narrow side
canyon that broke out of a boulder-sided mountain; he stood facing
it with a hand locked around the grip of his revolver.

Jason Hazard was a big-shouldered man
without the slightest hint of softness anywhere. A matched pair of
deep vertical trenches ran down his cheeks to the corners of his
mouth. His eyes were couched in hollows under overhanging tawny
brows. His mustache, exposed to the weather, was a lighter shade of
ash than his hair. He had a long blade of a nose and an expression
that gave away nothing at all; while he watched the canyon mouth,
his face held its air of fatalistic calm.

Sound carried a far
distance in the rock hills; it would be a little while before the
advancing horse would come into view. Jason Hazard walked
unhurriedly around to the near side of the
horse and stood with his left elbow crooked over the pommel,
looking across the saddle at the canyon. He wore a peaked tan hat
with a wide disc-flat brim that made a severe line across his
forehead; he wore a flannel shirt that did not conceal powerful
arms, and a calfskin vest held together by a silver chain across
the belly.

His eyes reflected a cool shine. The sound
of approaching hoofbeats stopped abruptly, and with a slight
flicker in his glance Jason Hazard lifted his revolver and laid it
gently across the saddle, hooking his thumb over the hammer and
drawing it back to full-cock.

The unseen horse started up again. Jason
Hazard did not move. In time the advancing rider came into sight a
quarter-mile distant, smoking a cigarette: it must have been to
light the smoke that he had stopped.

Jason Hazard uncocked his gun and put it
away; he stepped out from behind his sorrel with arms hanging free,
and stood waiting for the rider to come up. The horseman trotted
forward, cigarette glued to a lip-corner—a short man, sturdy and
wide in the face, crowned with a mat of flaming red hair. The eyes
were Irish green and the jowls set for easy laughter, but just now
the rider’s expression was troubled.

Jason Hazard said, “Flynn McGrath.”

“Aye—it better be, or I’ve
been sufferin’ forty years for the wrong party.” Flynn McGrath’s
voice was thick with the brogue of the West Counties. He dismounted
and wiped a sleeve across his face, snorting like a horse. “I have
been waiting two days on this God-forsaken mountain.”

“And?”

“You’re after to be askin’
me what’s the matter, Flynn McGrath? Well, I’ll be tellin’ you,
Jason. The matter. The rub.” He reached for his canteen, uncorked
it, and drank. With a belch and a sigh he went on: “The matter’s
with Turk Ames. It would appear the worthy
gentleman’s left our fair company.”

Jason Hazard said indifferently, “What of
it?”

“My dear, dear friend,”
Flynn McGrath said drily, “you wasn’t exactly after being Turk
Ames’ closest bosom supporter.

Jason Hazard tugged his hat down and said,
“It’s hot and dry, Flynn, and I’ve had a long dusty ride. Quit
beating around the bush and get at what you mean to say to me.”

“Our fine trustin’
neighbors have been adding two and two. One day word comes that
Jason Hazard’s been seen riding the trail toward Stinking Springs.
Next day, Turk Ames disappears off the face of the earth. It makes
for interesting coincidence, they’re all thinking. Especially after
you and Turk had a bit of a falling out. Which is to put it in
charitable terms.”

While the Irishman talked, Jason Hazard
climbed into his saddle. He said mildly, “They can think whatever
they want to think,” and lifted his reins.

“Hold on,” said McGrath.
“You’re not getting this yet, Jason. The Butterfield driver said
you was on the road headed this way, and there was nothing to it
but that next thing you know Turk Ames was all saddled up and
polishing his gun. Turk rode out of Stinking Springs swearin’ on an
oath by his mother’s grave he’d settle with you—and that’s the last
anybody seen of him. The town figures Turk rode out looking for
trouble and found himself a nice quiet grave, and they figure it
was one Jason Hazard who put him there. Let us not be forgettin’
that Turk Ames is superintendent of the Pitchfork mine, than which
there is no bigger silver operation this side of the Mogollon Rim.
It ain’t as if he was a common saloon drunk. Turk is an uncommon
saloon drunk at the very least, and I’m thinking it’s a good idea
to be warning you before you come riding big as life down into
Stinking Springs.”

“You should have been a
politician,” Jason Hazard told him. “I never knew a man who could
find so many ways to circle around a statement. Are you trying to
tell me Zachary Miles intends to lynch me because his
superintendent disappeared?”

“No. Zach Miles hasn’t
been so much as saying a word about you. After all, his beautiful
witch of a daughter’s still pining after you. He can’t be sticking
his neck out yet. But you might be remembering that Zach Miles is
not the only red-blooded hooligan in Stinking Springs with a tongue
in his mouth, hey?”

“All right. Who,
then?”

McGrath lifted his shoulders and turned his
palms up. “Who knows where a rumor starts? The point is, there’s a
smell about the thing, and I said to myself, McGrath, it would be a
prudent thing to be warnin’ your old friend Hazard before he comes
blundering into Stinking Springs in his usual wide-eyed innocent
fashion, I says.”

Hazard was regarding him without a hint of
expression. “You’re not too sure I didn’t put a knife in Turk Ames’
back and bury him in the hills, are you?”

“I don’t believe I’ve had
the pleasure of hearin’ you speak one way or the other on the
subject.”

A thin cruel smile touched Jason Hazard’s
lips briefly, and was gone; it was all the answer he gave to
McGrath’s implied question. He turned his horse away and McGrath
said, “I’d be careful where I put my boots down, was I you.”

“Thanks for the
warning.”

McGrath let him ride twenty feet away before
speaking again:

“You ain’t even asked
about the mine.”

“That’s right,” Hazard
said over his shoulder.

“Don’t you care about
it?”

“I’ll see for myself,”
Hazard said.

Hazard was still riding down the slope and
McGrath had to shout after him: “It’s a fine how-d’ye-do if you
won’t even be trustin’ me, Jason!”

Hazard made no reply. In a short while he
was out of sight, lost in the tall boulders below. Flynn McGrath
scratched the back of his neck and frowned angrily after him. The
Irishman’s square face set itself into grim ridges; he got on his
horse and trotted back into the canyon he had come out of.

 


Flynn McGrath had touched his share of wild
coasts; it was a continuing source of surprise to him that he, a
sailor by birth, found himself not only landlocked but surrounded
by interminable miles of deserts.

Puzzled by Jason Hazard’s
close-mouthed air of mystery, McGrath dropped along a rock trail
through the foothills. As he drew nearer the base of the hills his
ears picked up a familiar, insistent mechanical chugging that
drifted across the air from the district to his right. It grew
steadily louder until the road lifted him across the crest of a
hill. From that point of vantage he had a clear view of a dense
plume of smoke rising from the stack of the Pitchfork mine’s
reduction mill—a big, dirty corrugated building, fed by crude
conveyors from a string of shacks higher on the slope. The stamping
of the big steam engine pounded against his ears as if there were
no distance between them; in fact the mill was at least half a mile
away. Above it on the steep tilts stood derricks supporting heavy
windlasses. Tunnels penetrated the mountain fed by narrow railway
tracks. While Flynn McGrath rode forward, a steam-powered winch
hauled a half-rusty ore cart from a lower tunnel and a team of
brawny men in overalls pitched forward, dumping the cart over on
its hinges, spilling the chopped rock into a great metal chute that
humped down the hill like an angleworm.
The avalanche of ore made a tremendous hollow clatter, tumbling
down the clanging chute.

McGrath went on down the trail and the heavy
shoulders of the hills quickly blocked his view of the mill,
although for quite some time he could still see the open mouths of
shafts higher along the slope. The heat was oppressive: his shirt
clung to his back and the wind sawed painfully in and out of
him.

He was thinking, all the while, of Jason
Hazard. It had not escaped McGrath that Hazard had said no word of
thanks, beyond a grudging offhand remark. Hazard had always been
inscrutable; but the years since McGrath had last seen him seemed
to have laid an extra layer of armor over Hazard’s already hard
surface. McGrath had known the man for years; he had never once
been able to get inside him. But Flynn McGrath was unwilling to
leave it at that; he refused to allow Hazard to remain an enigma.
Somehow, he vowed, he would find a way to learn what lay inside
that shell of cruel granite.

Jason Hazard had discovered the silver lode
on the foothill rim, just six years ago. It had been Hazard who had
staked the first claim, Hazard who had dug the first shaft, Hazard
who had built the first silver mill in the Arrowheads. Two years of
sweat and bone crushing work; and then one day, without
explanation, Hazard had saddled his horse and spoken tersely to his
foreman, Flynn McGrath:

“I’ll be gone a while. Run
the mine as you see fit.”

That was all. Hazard had
disappeared four years ago. Twice in the interim McGrath had heard
from him. Once, it was a request to send a $5,000 bank draft to
Hazard in Cripple Creek. The second time, it was a note as curt as
Hazard’s way of talking: Am making you
full partner in Silverbell Mine.
Bank my half profits for me.

That had been eight months ago. The
generosity had amazed McGrath; the brevity of the note had not.

The Arizona sun beat down on his shoulders.
Traveling at a steady gait, he reached the east bank of the dry
river at two o’clock and had a brief disgusted look at the loose
sand of its bottom. The coach road came along, intersecting his
trail, and he turned onto the road, going around a sharp river bend
and following the bank. From here he had occasional views from high
spots of the town three miles away.

Stinking Springs owed its existence to Jason
Hazard and his discovery, but the town had never acknowledged that
debt, nor in fact would Hazard ever expect it of the town. McGrath
remembered the first meeting with Hazard. McGrath had come riding
across the desert hills, seeking the road to Washington Camp; his
navigation had failed him and he had lost his way. He had topped a
hill and found a big-boned man staring mildly at him over the
barrel of a revolver held hip-high, relaxed but wary. McGrath had
recognized Hazard immediately; he had never been introduced to the
man but he had seen Jason Hazard twice: once in a poker game at
Sutter’s Fort, the second time in a gunfight on the street of
Spanish Flat. Jason Hazard, even then, had been no stranger to any
man west of the Rio Grande. He was known the length and width of
the Southwest, a man who measured his words with care and let his
gun talk for him.

That first meeting had characterized the two
men’s relationship from then on. McGrath remembered it with an
image of crystal clarity. Hazard had given him a quick scrutiny and
a cup of coffee, and had spoken quietly: “If you’re looking for
work I’ve got a mountain full of silver here. I could use help
digging it out.”

It had started that way.
The mine grew; they laid in a crew of hard-gutted miners—Mexicans,
Irish, Welshmen, Dutchmen. The mill went up. Zachary Miles and a
dozen other Coloradans came down to stake
claims, and brought with them endless trains of freight wagons
piled high with machinery. Swarms of miners dug into the sweltering
Arizona hills. They came by thousands; the town sprang up to
service them. And then, on the peak of the boom, Jason Hazard had
received a feather-light letter in one Wednesday’s stagecoach mail,
and the next day Hazard had ridden away across the
mountains.

“Aye,” Flynn McGrath
breathed, “and now he’s back. Now he’s back. Well, we’ll
see.”

The sun thrust at him with heavy-handed
intensity, making the air thick and sluggish. When he entered the
single street of Stinking Springs the horse waded fetlock-deep in
loose powder dust and suspended a silver cloud behind itself. The
pall settled with slow choking weariness.

It was midafternoon and
there was no traffic whatever. In this country siesta was not a custom, it was a
necessity of life. Flynn McGrath stepped down at the dark mouth of
the livery stable and led his horse inside, and read the
thermometer hanging inside the door. He muttered out of a grit-dry
throat: “Hundred and three in the shade,” and loosened the saddle
girth. The Mexican stable boy came down the stable aisle without
hurry, shuffling his sandaled feet. McGrath turned his horse over
to the boy, dropped a coin in his palm, and walked away, hearing
the boy’s soft “Gracias” hang on the air behind him.

His first stop was the Occidental Saloon.
The place was empty but for the barkeep. McGrath had one mug of
beer to moisten his throat and tongue. He went outside immediately,
splashed water over his head at the Wells Fargo depot’s horse
trough, and walked across the street to the deputy’s office.

He stepped inside and
found the little bald deputy-sheriff perched on the desk corner
reading a dime novel. Owney Nash was a
tiny man with a billiard-round bald head and inquisitive grey eyes.
He had a wrinkled blade of a nose that wiggled at the tip when he
talked. It was unlikely that he weighed more than one hundred and
thirty pounds in all his clothes. He had a belligerent face; he
looked up sourly and the tip of his nose twitched.

“Find him?”

“Who?” McGrath said
innocently.

“Your partner,” said Owney
Nash. “Who else?”

“Now, what would be giving
you the idea I might ever have been looking for the likes of
him?”

“You had it written all
over you when you rode out of here. First the mail driver said
Hazard was aimed this way. Then Turk Ames disappeared. Then you
saddled up and rode for the mountains.”

“For a scuttlin’ little
spalpeen you see a lot.”

“That’s my job,” Owney
Nash said with a testy clip to his words. “I hope you didn’t find
the son of a bitch. I hope he rides in here cold and they hang him
from a rafter.”

“Is that what you’d be
calling upholding the law, Owney?”

“Law—hell, law’s too good
for Hazard. I seen that arrogant bastard a time or two. Serve him
right if they strung him up. And you can bet your boots I ain’t
risking my neck to save his worthless hide.”

Flynn McGrath said quietly, “I’m thinking
Vic Olsen maybe took you off in a corner and told you how to feel
about it.” Owney Nash flushed deep scarlet; he was not looking at
McGrath when he answered: “You’d better keep that kind of loose
talk to yourself, Flynn. I only take orders from one man, and
that’s Sheriff Morgan up at the County Seat. Vic Olsen don’t run
me.”

“He runs the town,”
McGrath said. “And you might correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t
believe I’ve ever had the pleasure of seeing you dispute the
gentleman.”

Nash was frowning, as though a new thought
had just struck him. “Listen, does Hazard know about Vic
Olsen?”

“I hadn’t the chance to be
asking him.”

“If he don’t, he’s maybe
got a surprise coming.” Owney Nash smiled with a display of crooked
teeth. “Lew Canreen and Vic Olsen could make hash of Mr. Jace
Hazard in no time flat.”

McGrath, close by the window, had glanced
out at the street. Now he said, “Speaking of the devil, wouldn’t
that be Lew Canreen’s horse tied up by the cantina?”

“Lew generally comes in to
drink his lunch about this time.”

“Ah,” McGrath breathed,
and turned away from the window. “Olsen and Canreen. A fine pair of
scallywags. It was Canreen who started the talk that Jason ambushed
Turk Ames—and I’m wondering how Canreen figured that out. You can
bet Vic Olsen put him up to it, and you can bet one other thing—if
Olsen’s trying to get Jason lynched, then he’s got his own good
reasons for the trying of it.”

“You’re a fine
philosopher,” Owney Nash said. “Why bitch to me about all
this?”

McGrath turned to face him directly.
“Because, my bloody little bantam rooster, you are the law in this
stinking city of Stinking Springs, and I expect to see to it that
you uphold the laws of the community—disregardin’ your buttered
bread, for a change.”

Nash stiffened. “Meaning?”

“Meaning, Owney, that if
Jason Hazard rides into town and any man threatens to be tying a
rope around his neck, you are going to stop it. Even if it is Lew
Canreen holding the rope—even if it is the high-and-mighty Vic
Olsen himself. Am I making myself clear?”

Nash slipped his hip off
the desk and stood up to his full diminutive height. “Flynn,” he
said tartly, “just who the hell do you
think you are busting in here and trying to tell me how to
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