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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction!

	 


RYKER KNOWS GUNS LIKE OTHER MEN KNOW

	HOW TO BREATHE...

	John Ryker was no ordinary gunfighter. He was the best. Ace gunsmith, deadly bounty hunter and ice-cool killer all in one, his lethal gun-skill made him the most feared death-dealer in the violent West.

	When a rich Californian businessman offered Ryker big money for a few weeks’ work, chances were he was going to have to earn it the hard way. The only way he knew. Which meant that lead was going to fly and corpses pile up. And Ryker’s most powerful rifle, the fifty-caliber Sharps—which could kill with accuracy from a mile’s distance—was going to see a lot of action.
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	Author’s Note

	The Sharps rifle first came into prominence as the accurate, fast-firing rifle it was with Berdan’s Sharpshooters, during the American Civil War. From there on it proved itself as the ultimate weapon for long-range work, its heavy caliber and remarkable accuracy rendering the gun a beloved companion of buffalo hunters and sharpshooters alike.

	But a debt of acknowledgment is owed to Hiram Berdan, the young mechanical engineer who first conceived of the Sharps rifle as the devastating weapon it truly was.

	Berdan persuaded General Winfield Scott to authorize a special corps of sharpshooters for the Union Army almost as soon as the War Between The States broke out. It was a special unit: each member being required to reach a peak of physical fitness—and to be able to place ten shots inside a ten-inch circle at two hundred yards. A hard task even for the marksmen who answered Berdan’s call.

	Berdan fought hard to obtain for his elite group the elite rifle: the Sharps. And ultimately he succeeded.

	At the siege of Yorktown in 1862 a single rifleman from New Hampshire, George H. Chase, held a Confederate cannon silent for two days. By killing any man who ventured near the gun.

	In November, 1864, Chaplain Lorenzo Barber of the 2nd Regiment established the aim and distance at Mine Run. Berdan’s Sharpshooters held the Confederate forces down beneath a withering, horribly accurate fire.

	They decimated the Richmond Howitzer battery at Malvern Hill. At Chancellorsville, they turned the famous Stonewall Brigade in wild retreat. At Gettysburg one hundred of Berdan’s men faced the advance of Longstreet’s whole corps for twenty minutes. They fired an average of 95 shots per man and the Confederates thought they faced two whole regiments.

	The Sharps rifle was a weapon of stunning power.

	Perhaps the most famous usage of ail was Billy Dixon’s ‘Mile Long Shot’.

	During the 1870s a large band of Comanche, amongst them the famous Quanah Parker, trapped a gang of buffalo hunters inside the lonely trading post known as Adobe Walls. The buffalo men fought off the Indians, taking heavy losses themselves: thirteen Comanche were killed within the walls, though estimates run as high as one hundred—according to the white defenders—and as low as six Cheyenne and three Comanche according to the Indians. Upwards of fifty horses were slaughtered.

	What is definite, avowed by both sides, is that on the third afternoon after the fight about fifteen Comanches showed on the high bluff east of Adobe Walls. They were a mile off. Billy Dixon took his Sharps, adjusted the sights, and aimed twice before he was certain.

	Then he fired.

	The report of the gun died away before anything happened. The watchers thought that Billy Dixon had missed—no one could hit a target that far distant.

	Then a Comanche fell out of his saddle.

	An expert marksman with a Sharps rifle could hit a man a mile away!

	Billy Dixon called it a scratch shot. A surveyor later measured the full distance, and found it to be exactly 1,538 yards—just short of the full mile.

	The Sharps ‘buffalo’ rifle was probably the most accurate gun ever used in the Old West. It hit true and straight; and what it hit mostly stayed down. That was how it came to be called ‘Old Reliable’. It deserved the accolade.

	Charles C. Garrett 

	Phoenix, Arizona.

	1977

	 


Chapter One

	 

	RYKER TAPPED THE locking bolt of the big Colt’s Navy model back into the slot and spun the cylinder. He ignored the man sitting across the table from him as he dusted the firing nipples with a fine-haired brush and used a needle to ensure each fire-hole was free of obstruction. Then he set the revolver down on a square of green cloth and reached for the makings of a load.

	‘How much?’ he asked.

	‘One hundred apiece. That’s three hundred dollars, total.’

	‘I can count.’ Ryker’s voice was flat, almost disinterested. ‘Not much for three lives.’

	‘Christ! I can hire me thirty men to do the job for that price.’ The other man poured whiskey into a stained glass. Too much slopped over the rim: the man’s hand was shaking. ‘You want the job or not?’

	Ryker stayed silent. Partly because he liked to concentrate his full attention on loading his guns; partly because he despised the man trying to buy his skill and end the existence of three other men. Someone with a grudge should settle his own debts according to John W. Ryker’s code of ethics. But if they all did that, how would a bounty hunter like him make a living?

	The thought spread a cynical smile across his lean features and he glanced up, shoving the ready-made paper cartridges down into the cylinders of the Colt with the deft ease of long practice.

	‘Sure,’ he murmured. ‘I want the job.’

	‘Good. That’s very good.’ The other man watched nervously as Ryker spun the chamber and set to capping the nipples. He knew what could happen if one settled wrong and the whole pistol flash-fired. ‘You’ll handle it, then?’

	‘I said so.’ Ryker covered the last nipple with the tiny fulminate cap and turned the cylinder, setting the hammer over an empty chamber. ‘Tell me who they are again.’

	 

	Cody Ford stood up and spread his arms out wide, jerking his shoulders to work the kinks from his joints. He yawned, savoring the cool freshness of morning, wondering why Arizona had to get so damn’ hot right after dawn.

	This was the best time of the day, cool and clean and empty. In a half hour or so the sun would come up and set to baking the ground, and he’d be in the saddle, sweaty and sore, with Hedges and Joseph sitting sullen in their saddles as they all three rode on towards the next town. The next bank. The next raid.

	Cody grinned, reaching over to check the coffee pot. It was still warm, so he poured a cup while he waited for the others to wake up. He was young—no more than eighteen as best he could guess—and he was getting tired of owl-hooting around the cowtowns and railheads, picking up money wherever it looked like it might get taken by three ready guns with no great reluctance about killing. He glanced over at Hedges’s snoring bulk. The big man was the planner, and maybe the meanest of them all. But Joseph wasn’t far behind, not in that department. One day, Cody promised himself, one day soon we’re splitting up.

	I’ll have me a nice little grub-stake. Five hundred, say. Enough to buy into a small spread. Maybe even enough to get a place of my own. Then I say goodbye and I ride away and start over. Clean. No more killing. No more raids. No more women shot dozen in the street like back there at Storeyville. Just clean air and cows. And maybe a woman to share it all.

	He spat dregs onto the sand and placed the cup neatly beside the fire. The lonesome clean hour of dawn was dying, so he turned away to the horses. Being the youngest, and least experienced, of three outlaws meant you handled the worst chores. Like feeding the horses and getting breakfast.

	Shit, Cody thought, not for much longer.

	Not for much longer at all. For maybe as long as it took him to put a full stop on his doubts.

	Then the bullet set a full stop on his life.

	Unlike the sayings about never hearing the one that gets you, Cody heard a faint susurration in the still air, and turned his head to listen. That presented his chest to the approaching bullet so that it hit dead center of his breastbone and tore through his left lung before exiting from between his shoulder-blades.

	He was toppling backwards as Joseph woke up cursing at the spillage sliming his face. Just in time to hear the boom of the killing gun.

	 

	Up on the ridge Ryker tugged the lever of the .50 caliber Sharps down to open the breech. The cloud of heavy-powder smoke was hidden amongst the trees and he knew he had time to reload and fire again: the men he was hunting were no more than three-quarters of a mile away. He looked out past the drifting smoke, grunting irritably as the cartridge case stuck in the breech, forcing him to tug the heated casing free before thumbing a fresh load into the heavy buffalo gun.

	He tucked the new cartridge into the chamber, snapped the lock closed, and sighted down through the fringe of trees.

	His position was well-chosen, and he knew it. Up on the far rim of the open valley he was hidden amongst the aspens that spread on downwards to the bottomland sand. Rocky walls spread on both sides, so the only place the Hedges gang could run was due north over open ground.

	Over ground where a Sharps big fifty could take them out one by one.

	And not one knowing—not ever—where the bullets came from.

	He reached down to pluck grass from the soil around him. When he opened his hand and let the blades fall, they drifted slightly to the left, to the east. He adjusted his aim, leaning back against the trunk of an aspen as he ground his bootheels into the earth and rested the big rifle over his knees.

	Another target stood up.

	The Sharps bucked against Ryker’s shoulder and the acrid smell of the black powder stung his eyes, watering them.

	 

	Hiram Joseph woke up swearing.

	He thought that the fool kid must have spilled coffee on his face until he saw the kid falling down with most of his chest shot away. He wasted no time worrying about Cody Ford, just kicked Jamey Hedges and set to running for his horse.

	He almost reached the animal.

	But Ryker’s second shot halted his progress. It caught him three yards distant from the pony, smashing through his ribs to spin him round and down into sand that got stained fast with his blood. Joseph groaned once and passed out.

	Jamey Hedges was luckier.

	Always a deep sleeper, he never heard the two shots, so he stayed down, burrowed deep under his blanket as his companions died. It was Cody Ford’s body falling across him that woke him—and saved him.

	That and Ryker’s momentary loss of vision.

	The big man woke up fast, cursing at the weight spread across his stomach. He started to push it away before he recognized Cody’s face. Then he recognized the tell-tale damage of a big rifle bubbling out of the kid’s back and shouted for Hiram Joseph. When he looked for his partner, he saw a corpse sprawled on the sand. Then another shot bucked the body lying over him like it was a Dallas whore earning her money.

	Hedges stayed quiet and still. There wasn’t much else he could do.

	A second shot went into Cody and came out sideways, close to Hedges’ ribs. He spread his arms and pretended to be dying. With the kid’s blood all over his shirt and face and some goddam bountyman picking shots at him, it wasn’t hard to do.

	He lay there, thinking and waiting.

	There was a long silence, a whole lot longer than he liked. It seemed to go on and on while he lay and watched the sun come up and buzzards start to circle over him. He had a Colt’s Dragoon holstered on his left hip, a Colt’s Navy on his right, and a rimfire Henry on the saddle behind his head. Whoever had shot Cody and Hiram had to be using a long-fire gun, a Sharps or one of the old Mississippi rifles. With two shots into his position that meant it was probable the hidden marksman thought to have killed them all.

	Which gave him a chance. A slim chance, but the only one worth taking.

	Hedges waited.

	There were no more bullets.

	He waited until the gunman had to be halfway down the wooded slope, then took off for his horse.

	He shoved Cody Ford clear of his legs and stepped on Hiram Joseph as he ran for the pony. He moved fast for a big man, and he remembered to pick up the saddle holding the proceeds from the Storeyville raid. His animal protested when he slung the thing over its back, so he kicked it and winched in the girth strap, batting its snapping teeth away with the barrel of the Henry.

	He got the beast saddled and cut the other two free, then ran back to lift Joseph’s .44 caliber Starr from his belt, tucking it down under the swell of his belly before he mounted.

	Then he took off in a hurry.

	 

	Ryker saw him going as he traversed the lower slopes.

	And swore horribly. Two bullets had been wasted on the man, and the worst upset was that Ryker thought both had hit. He urged the big black stallion up to a run that was faster than safe, jinking the animal down through the trees until they hit the sand below in a wild flying swirl of yellow dust and protesting pony and stretched out to a gallop.

	When they reached the bodies, Ryker hauled the horse back to a stop. The other man was a good quarter mile off. On a fresh horse that hadn’t slammed down a fair distance of steep slope at full run: not even the black stallion he called Nero could catch up with that kind of lead.

	Instead, he dismounted.

	And cursed again. Since Storeyville he had trailed the Hedges gang over better than fifty miles, planning to kill them and take their bodies back on their own horses. Now those horses were gone, running wild and free across the Arizona scrubland. And he still needed proof to claim his bounty.

	He looked away to the north, where the big man was running hard for the Utah border, making a fast calculation. Hedges had to be at least two hundred pounds, and he was pushing his mount to the full extent of its capacity. In an hour—maybe less—it would be tired, forcing the big man to slow down or lose all of his advantage.

	He would have to stop.

	Ryker grinned and looked at the bodies. There wasn’t much of the youngest one left recognizable, so he took the hat and the fancy Mexican spurs. The other carried a wallet. It had a few dollars inside—that Ryker pocketed—and a fading picture of a pockmarked woman with an equally-fading name scrawled over the daguerreotype. Ryker thought it said Alice, though he couldn’t be sure, and the back carried the dim stamp of a Dallas picture palace.

	He hoped it would be sufficient identification.

	He left the bodies where they rested and climbed back on the stallion. He heeled the big horse up to an easy canter, taking off after Hedges.

	 

	He found the big man in a place called Fisher. It was one of those nowhere towns that spring up and die out and get forgotten before anyone has time to remember they ever existed. This one was on the upswing of its boom.

	It boasted a saloon, a rooming house, an eatery and a stable.

	There wasn’t very much else and he located Hedges in the saloon.

	It was called the Big Eddy, and Hedges was sitting at a table tucked up against the wall at the far end. He had a bottle of near-white whiskey on the table in front of him and a raddle-eyed whore spread across his lap.

	Ryker walked in through the door. The saloon hadn’t got around to putting in bat-wings yet, so he shoved the torn curtain aside and moved fast over to the wall, where he wouldn’t be outlined against the sun coming in through the ragged cloth. There was no reason why anyone there should recognize him, but the movement was ingrained by now: a man in shadow made a worse target than a man with the sun behind him.

	Instincts, like that kept John W. Ryker alive.

	It was a dirty, dusty saloon. A single-story building with a plank floor partially covered by sawdust and a trestle bar running along one side of the adobe walls.

	Ryker ordered whiskey and beer. Gagged on the one, and swallowed half the other to kill the fire. Then he settled in to a careful study of the place.

	He had spotted Hedges when he came in, guessing the man from the description he got in Storeyville, and—at the same time—guessing that Hedges wouldn’t recognize him.

	There were nine people in the Big Eddy. Four, including the girl on Hedges’s knees, were one-dollar whores. Ryker himself and the bartender accounted for two more. The others were cowboys by the look of them, middle-aged and tired, their guns shoved round past their hips to keep the butts clear of their elbows as their hands shuffled cards in a desultory poker game. Ryker discounted them immediately.

	“You got a bouncer here?’ He kept his voice low and pleasant.

	The bartender shook his head: ‘No. Why?’

	‘Best duck down,’ Ryker grinned. ‘Don’t interfere an’ you won’t get hurt.’ 

	The barkeep looked at the big man in the dusty black suit and swallowed hard. Then he disappeared.

	Ryker finished his whiskey and paced slowly down the saloon.

	‘Ma’m? I think you’d best move.’ His voice was still calm and quiet. ‘You might get hurt, otherwise.’

	The whore started to say something, but Hedges pre-empted her words.

	‘Who the hell are you?’

	‘The man who’s gonna kill you,’ said Ryker evenly. ‘Unless you want to come back to Storeyville quietly.’ 

	‘Who the goddam hell are you?’ Hedges shoved the woman away from the table. ‘What you want with me?’

	‘Man called Marsh hired me after you robbed his bank.’ Ryker held his gaze on Hedges’s eyes: there was no sign there of help coming, so he ignored the scuffling of chairs and boots behind him. Anyway, he had his back up against the wall. ‘He paid me to find you an’ bring you back.’

	‘You’re the one shot Cody an’ Hiram.’ Hedges’s big face slackened up with a mixture of fear and surprise. ‘How the hell you do that?’

	‘Sharps,’ said Ryker. ‘The best gun for long-range work. I thought I got you, too.’

	‘You made a mistake!’

	Hedges came out of his chair as he said it, tipping sideways and forwards faster than any man that size had any right to move. He used his left hand to scoop up the table, ramming it over against Ryker’s legs as his right went down to the Navy Colt on his hip.

	Ryker stepped back, lifting his left leg to deflect the falling table. At the same time he drew the Colt’s Navy. The whore was screaming, though Ryker was too intent on his business to register it as more than a faint, shrill echo. He pulled the big gun up out the holster, thumb drawing on the hammer before the barrel cleared the oiled leather, forefinger hauling tight on the trigger.

	It came up smooth and fast, lining across the table and going off with a dull, loud roar before Hedges had his own pistol halfway clear.

	It was a tight shot and the bullet splintered the rim of the flimsy table before it went on into Hedges’s face.

	Ryker saw the big man jerk back with a wide, black hole between his eyes, and felt splinters spray over his face as the outlaw’s gun blasted into the table.

	He thumbed back the hammer of the Colt and fired again. Through the table. Into Hedges’s belly. The man was already dead, but Ryker believed in insurance.

	He waited until the smoke was drifting away, then walked round to kick Hedges in the ribs.

	‘What the hell you doin’ now?’ The barkeep had emerged from under the trestle. ‘Ain’t you killed him dead enough already?’

	‘Maybe,’ grunted Ryker, ‘But he’s worth more that way than he was alive.’

	‘To who?’ gasped the barkeep.

	‘To me,’ answered Ryker, blowing gently at the spent chambers of the Navy Colt. ‘That’s a hundred dollar corpse you.’

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	THERE WAS NO way he could take Hedges’s body back to Storeyville without bringing most of the carrion birds in the Territory along with him, so he checked over the corpse for means of identification.

	Stained with sweat and creased by multiple folds that had frayed holes all over it, he found a letter in the big man’s hip pocket. It carried the address of a town he’d never heard of in Iowa, and was begun with the words Deerist Jamey. It ended: Yoor lovinge Muther. Ryker tucked it into his jacket and turned away.

	‘Where you goin’?’ The barkeep’s shout turned him in the doorway, right hand dropping to the Navy Colt. ‘You ain’t walkin’ out?’

	‘Why not?’ asked Ryker. ‘I done what I came for, now I’m goin’ back.’

	‘Leavin’ him?’ The barman waved a shaking hand in the direction of the body. ‘You can’t leave him there.’ 

	‘Sure I can,’ grunted Ryker, shoving the torn curtain aside. ‘I got a way to go, an’ a corpse makes bad company.’

	‘So what in the hell am I supposed to do with him?’

	‘Bury him,’ said Ryker laconically. And let the door fall shut.

	 

	He spread the evidence over Marsh’s desk: one flat-brimmed hat with a hole in the crown and old blood-stains around the band; one pair of fancy spurs; one faded daguerreotype; and one dog-eared letter.

	‘That’s all you have?’ asked the banker.

	‘That’s what I took,’ said Ryker. ‘That’s concrete proof. You also got my word.’

	‘I thought you’d bring the bodies back.’ Marsh unfolded the letter, curling his lips at the blood-stains where Jamey Hedges’s wounds had soiled the faded paper. ‘They lifted five hundred dollars out of my bank an’ shot a woman in the process. Folks round here were lookin’ forward to seein’ the bodies.’

	Ryker leaned over the desk. ‘You ever try to haul three bodies over sixty-odd miles of scrub, Marsh? You know what that’d be like? After a day, they’d start smellin’. After two, they’d stink. You hired me to kill them for you, not play undertaker. I filled my side of the bargain, now you fill yours.’

	‘I don’t know.’ Marsh sat back in his big swivel chair, he was in his element now, here in his office; not like before in Ryker’s bleak hotel room. ‘I’m not sure I can accept your word.’

	Ryker’s face got suddenly grim. It seemed like his mouth thinned out in an ugly line, and his dark eyes blazed. Marsh eased farther back in his chair, thinking about the shotguns posted outside his door.

	‘Listen, mister.’ Ryker’s voice was flat and cold, not very loud, but clear and cutting enough to hit Marsh like a whiplash. ‘I got into this business because a goddam banker played games with me.1 Don’t you try it.’

	‘What d’you mean?’ Marsh felt sweat forming
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