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  Chapter One


   



  THERE WERE FOUR men in the Golden
Gate Saloon that brightly sunlit and
pleasantly warm mid-morning in early April. The one who owned it
and was tending bar, the horse rancher who had settled on the old
Sanderson place north of town and the two who were strangers to
Providence.


  Harry Krim, owner
of the small and spartanly furnished place, asked nervously of his
only local customer who sat at a table close to the bar counter:
‘Tell me, Mr. Steele? Ain’t you never been a drinkin’ man?’


  Adam Steele set
down his half-emptied coffee mug on the table top and rolled it
between the palms of his gloved hands, answered evenly: ‘I was
once.’


  ‘But you lost the taste for liquor?’ The forty-year-old, broad
shouldered and potbellied man wearing an undershirt and a leather
waist apron leaned his elbows on the bartop as he pretended mild
interest in the exchange he had begun.


  Steele, a little
older, a lot leaner and with long ago grayed hair that showed not a
trace of the shade of red it had once been—a match for the color
that Krim’s still was—replied: ‘In Mexico.’


  ‘Hell, in Mexico, drinkin’ nothin’ but that tequila rotgut
that’s more like the taste of kerosene than any damn thin’ else, I
reckon it’d be easy for a guy to give up the booze. For good and
all. If he wanted.’


  This was said, in a tone of harsh and almost vehement
cynicism, by one of the two young men in their mid-twenties. Who
sat at the table by the window near the batwinged
entrance which Steele preferred to use whenever
it was vacant. But the tall, well built, good looking, dark haired
and dark eyed strangers to town were well established at the table
when he entered the saloon some ten minutes earlier. With a
threequarters empty bottle of Krim’s best bourbon on the center of
the table and each with a shot glass in front of him. And from the
glaze in their eyes and the dull crimson coloring that showed
through the weather burnishing of their cheeks, Steele had guessed
that the bottle was full when they began that morning’s drinking
session.


  Because of their
drunken state, the Virginian had made allowances for the way the
pair looked at him when he pushed between the creaking batwings.
Just as he also understood the reason for Harry Krim’s unusually
effusive greeting of an infrequent customer who hardly ever was
good for more than the profit on a cup of coffee: and seldom bought
a drink for anyone else—unless you counted a sarsaparilla for Billy
Baxter.


  The two young men,
their dark-hued Western style clothes stained with the sweat and
dust of traveling long open trails and their faces haggard with the
weariness of the miles covered from their last stopover to this
little Californian town in the timber, were drunk. And it was
plainly their intention to get drunker. Which could mean trouble
for the worried Krim, who was ill-equipped to deal with it: because
he had little experience of the kind of trouble that might erupt
this morning. Whereas Adam Steele—who seemed on first impression to
be no more than a quiet-spoken, mild-mannered, almost diffident
man—had more than once since reaching Providence something over a
year ago shown himself to be extremely capable of taking care of
himself in times of trouble. Himself and anyone else who was wise
enough to ally himself with the Virginian when the line was
drawn.


  Steele did not consciously register an impression of what the
two strangers thought of him as he directed a single, almost
imperceptible nod toward them before he went on by their table and
responded with a more pronounced motion of
his head to Harry Krim’s prattling greeting.


  ‘How you doin’ this mighty fine spring mornin’, Mr. Steele?
Billy not with you today? Always a pleasure to see you folks from a
little ways outta town. So it’ll just be a cup of coffee, right?
Black and unsweetened and strong enough to paint a barn good as
creosote?’


  Steele took a seat
at the table nearest the far end of the bar counter that ran
threequarters of the length of the wall to the right. One of just
seven unmatched tables in the plank-floored, timber-walled,
undecorated saloon that was the least prosperous business in this
quiet, straitlaced town in a timbered river valley cutting through
the western foothills of the Sierra Nevadas. He took his seat as
Harry Krim withdrew, gratefully, into the rear of the building to
bring Steele the coffee he wanted. And rested his rifle across the
table top.


  An unusual rifle:
an elderly .44 caliber Colt Hartford revolver action weapon with a
rosewood stock that was fire-scorched and had an inscribed gold
plate screwed to its right side. And, apart from the rifle being
such a quaint model, it was also strange, the two young men were
likely to consider, to see somebody toting a rifle of any kind into
the saloon of a small, quiet country town. Particularly a man like
this one. Attired in creased and dirtied-up work clothes of
hard-wearing fabrics—a check shirt with a kerchief at the open
neck, pants, a Stetson on his head, unspurred riding boots on his
feet and buckskin gloves on his hands. Clothing a frame that was
little more than five and a half feet tall, built on lean lines. A
man with a time- and care-worn face that was in process of changing
from nondescript handsomeness into the kind of cast women were apt
to term distinguished.


  Had it not been
for that fancy rifle that had seen better days, he would have
looked like the out-of-town small farmer or rancher that the
bartender’s words had suggested he was. But that Colt Hartford that
he carried canted easily to his left shoulder …? Instead of packing
a six-shooter in a gun belt holster …?


  But even before Steele had lowered himself onto the
chair at the distant table, the two men
who had ridden in from much further out of town had overcome their
curiosity about the new customer. And one of them was topping up
the shot glasses. This the shorter, broader shouldered of the pair,
who had a thin mustache and a deep cleft that was slightly off
center of his chin. His round eyes with yellow-tinged whites had
studied Steele with something akin to anxiety in back of mild
interest for those few moments when the newcomer pushed between the
batwings and bobbed his head a fraction of an inch. The other
man—clean-shaven, tight-lipped and slit-eyed—had made a rapid study
of the Virginian with a brand of almost sneering arrogance. That
both challenged Steele and warned him it would be unwise to pick up
the invisible gauntlet that had been tossed down.


  Since then, the two men at the table between the entrance and
the only window of the saloon had spoken in low tones that did not
carry to the rear of the room. Where Steele sipped the coffee
delivered by Krim, and the bartender pretended interest in the
latest edition of the Providence Post-Dispatch. But he was obviously
preoccupied with what he feared might happen in the immediate
future rather than gripped by reports of past events which Huey
Attrill had printed in his newspaper. For he directed many
surreptitious glances toward the two young strangers. Who now
sipped their drinks slowly as they engaged in the low-toned talk
and occasionally vented short gusts of raucous laughter. Which
caused Krim to flinch and peer openly toward them, like he thought
the sudden burst of obtrusive sound signaled the start of the
violence he was sure was imminent.


  It was after one such intrusion on the quiet atmosphere of
the saloon that Krim abandoned the subterfuge of reading old news
and put the Post-Dispatch
under the bartop: and posed the question about
Steele’s aversion to drinking alcohol of any kind. And the
Virginian’s response drew the tequila comment from the most
dangerous looking of the two strangers—the one with the arrogant
manner who was obviously the dominant member of the
partnership.


  Steele said evenly: ‘I’ve drank some whiskey that’s been
as bad as the worst kind of tequila,
feller. Back in the times when just to be drunk was what I drank
for. When what the liquor tasted like didn’t matter.’


  ‘And now you never have no reason to get drunk as a skunk,
uh?’ the clean-shaven man asked, his thin-lipped mouth and narrowed
eyes starting to form into the basis of a sneer again. ‘Never have
nothin’ to celebrate? You must lead a friggin’ dull life, I
figure?’


  The Virginian was
content to allow the exchange to end there. Was not about to tell
this drunk that the last time he took a single shot of whiskey was
the day the woman he had married died. Or that he had lost his
taste for liquor many years earlier, after doing nothing but
drinking and passing out for almost a month in a Mexican village
called Nuevo Rio as he strove to forget he had killed his best
friend.


  The man with the
cleft chin was just as anxious to finish this line of talk.
Directed an apprehensive glance toward Steele and then reached for
the bottle as he urged: ‘Hey, Joel, what the man does or don’t do
ain’t none of our business.’ He vented a hollow laugh and took the
stopper out of the bottle. ‘You and me sure have plenty to
celebrate, so let’s get to doin’ just that? What d’you say, good
buddy?’


  Joel looked on the
point of ignoring the advice of his friend: seemed set to follow up
on the provocative opening he had started. And maybe if there had
been one more drink inside him he would have fully shaped the sneer
and rasped an insult designed as bait for trouble. Which without
doubt would have given him the spur he needed to go for the
Remington with the ivory butt plates that nestled in the tooled
leather holster slung from the left side of his bullet-heavy gun
belt. But he was still at that stage of inebriation where a man of
his naturally belligerent type hovered on the line between hearty
happiness and sullen ill-humor. One drink removed from the point
where it would not be possible for him to draw back from the brink
of aggressive bad temper.


  Now, the sound of that vital drink being poured and the eager
voice of his friend urging him to take it were enough to
delay the setting off of the time bomb that was
Joel’s penchant for starting trouble. A brand of trouble he was
confident he could handle: and relished handling.


  ‘Sure thing, Cowp!’ he agreed with a happy grin that totally
negated his arrogance and probably made it easy for him to attract
almost any woman he chose. ‘Let’s you and me show the people of
this one-horse town how to have some fun, uh?’


  Steele was able to
finish his cooled coffee at a swallow while Joel made his
pronouncement and Cowper topped up both glasses: nervousness and
inattention to what he was doing causing some of the good bourbon
to spill over the rims.


  Harry Krim was
equally afraid, and his frown suddenly came close to showing dismay
as he looked at Steele, who put some pennies on the table to pay
for the coffee as he rose. He blurted: ‘You leavin’ already? Hey,
why don’t you sit awhile and—’


  ‘Billy should be through loading my order over at Mitchell
Cody’s store by now, feller,’ the Virginian said.


  ‘How are thin’s comin’ along out at Trail’s End?’ Krim asked,
a note of desperation in his voice as he switched his agitated gaze
between the two men at the table by the door and the Virginian who
was starting toward the batwinged entrance, the rifle canted easily
to his shoulder. ‘The nig … Arlene, she says you folks are really
gettin’ the place into fine shape?’


  ‘I don’t reckon a woman who’s the sister of a preacher is
given to lying,’ Steele said. ‘So that’ll be her honest opinion. Be
seeing you next time I’m in town, maybe.’


  Joel had raised
his brimful glass. In his right hand. Held it level with his
slightly parted lips for a couple of seconds, like he was proudly
displaying the rock steadiness of his hand despite the large
quantity of liquor he had tipped down his throat. Said in a mocking
tone of forced decorum: ‘Here’s to you, Mr. Cowper Love, the best
buddy a man could have. And here’s to Joel Shumaker, the fastest
gun in these here United States of America. Ain’t that right?’


  Then he tipped down the drink in one swallow. And a broad
grin became fixed on his face as his eyes flicked along their
sockets while his head remained rigidly still. His gaze shifting
from Love, who took just a sip at his drink and coughed, to Steele
who was advancing on the doorway, seemingly pre-occupied with
events far removed from the abruptly tension-filled atmosphere of
the Golden Gate Saloon.


  Then the fresh
shot of whiskey hit Shumaker’s stomach and reacted with the liquor
already there, to erupt acid bile into his throat. The grin was
still-born and he banged the empty glass back down on the table so
that he was able to clutch at his throat with both hands.


  ‘Goddamn rotgut!’ he managed to force out through clenched
teeth. Then screwed his eyes tightly closed as he concentrated on
keeping the bitter-tasting moisture that sounded in his voice from
spewing out across the table.


  ‘Hey, that’s the finest Kentucky sippin’ whiskey, mister!’
Harry Krim countered, and sounded genuinely insulted at the slur
cast upon the best line of his stock in trade.


  ‘Joel!’ Cowper Love squealed. And was certainly genuinely
afraid of what he knew was about to happen. He dropped his glass,
which bounced and rolled in a circle to spill more liquor over the
table. He kept hold of the near empty bottle.


  ‘You givin’ me a friggin’ argument, jerk?’ Shumaker snarled.
Swallowed the bile and snapped open his eyes. Powered upright with
enough force to knock his chair over backwards. And instinctively,
with the smooth speed of unthinking habit, adopted the gunfighter’s
stance. Slightly stooped and partly sideways on, his left hand
close to the ivory decorated butt of the holstered
Remington.


  ‘Oh,’ Krim murmured in a strangely defeated tone of voice that
lacked any hint of fear now. Like he simply acknowledged he had
lost the argument and that was an end to it. Or he may have felt
safe that the slow-moving Adam Steele was between himself and the
unpredictable young drunk he had rubbed up the wrong way: and been
aware he could duck down behind the bar
counter if lead started to fly.


  ‘Does it matter that much?’ Steele asked. And stopped
alongside the angered Shumaker.


  The young man
snapped his head around to face the Virginian as Harry Krim ceased
to be a potential target: did bob down out of sight in back of the
bar counter as Steele stepped out of the line of fire.


  ‘What?’ Shumaker demanded thickly as his friend began to rise
from his chair.


  Steele flicked a
gaze at the mustached man and knew that right now the only threat
Love posed was to his partner. So he looked again into the
sweat-sheened face of the man who was itching to go for his
Remington. Drawled: ‘Getting hurt over how good a bottle of bourbon
is or isn’t?’


  Shumaker
straightened up from the gunfighter’s crouch. The heat of reckless
rage cooling as a smile of pure pleasure spread across his face,
haggard with fatigue and bloated by liquor. He challenged: ‘Sounds
to me like I’m bein’ called. Don’t it to you, Cowp? So I figure me
and this pint-sized guy with the fancy rifle should step out onto
the square and … Shit, that ain’t fair!’


  Steele had swept
the Colt Hartford’s barrel away from his shoulder. Swung it through
a short arc: to halt the move when the muzzle rested against the
center of Joel Shumaker’s forehead. He still held it one-handed as
his thumb cocked the hammer and he explained evenly: ‘Reckon I’d be
real stupid to face up to the fastest gun in the United States in a
fair fight, feller.’


  Shumaker was rigid
with tension again now, his face an ugly mask of resentment
bordering on hatred as he accused; ‘Why, you cheatin’, sneaky,
friggin’ sonofabitch!’ Then his glittering eyes darted across their
slitted sockets and he commanded: ‘Get him, Cowp!’


  Love started to
squeal: ‘This is crazy, Joel—’


  But he was
interrupted by the crack of a bullet exploding from the muzzle of
the rifle. The report amplified by the close confines of the
saloon’s walls and the degree of fear-honed tension that gripped
the hot air which suddenly reeked of black powder smoke.


  Then liquid
erupted from the gaping mouth of Joel Shumaker: but not blood.
Instead, a foul-smelling mixture of whiskey and the part-digested
food he ate for breakfast. The vomit splashed down his shirt front
to the floor as his hat, dislodged from his head by the bullet,
bounced off the smoke-blackened ceiling.


  But he was not so
sick to his stomach that he failed to be aware of what was
happening beyond the bounds of his misery. He saw the gloved thumb
cock the rifle’s hammer again as the Virginian took a step
backwards, to cant the barrel of the weapon to his shoulder. And he
went for his revolver. But he was not so fast on the draw while his
mind was under assault by rage and humiliation and he was
physically weakened by nausea.


  So Steele had
ample time to swing down the rifle over a greater distance than
before. Intent upon blasting a bullet at the hand fisted to the
ivory-plated butt of the Remington.


  But Cowper Love
made a faster move: though not for the Colt in his holster. Instead
he used the empty bottle as a weapon. Smashed it violently into the
top of his partner’s bare head. Hard enough so that it shattered
and Shumaker was unconscious on his feet, then corkscrewed to the
floor. Where he became an inert heap amid the myriad shards of
smashed glass. Then blood oozed from his cut scalp, trickled out of
his hair and down over his sweat-beaded face.


  Steele sloped the
rifle to his shoulder again and eased the hammer forward as
shouting voices, shrill with shock, sounded out on the sun-bright
square that was downtown Providence.


  Harry Krim rose
slowly to his feet, his round face more pallid than usual with the
trauma of what had happened in his saloon. He opened his mouth to
speak but was unable to utter more than a strangled groan as he saw
the blood-run head of the man crumpled up on the floor.


  Cowper Love looked from the neck of the bottle still fisted
in his hand, to Steele. He was not able to see his fallen friend
because the table blocked his view. Horror was more deeply
inscribed on his face than that of the saloonkeeper, but he was
able to find his voice to mutter in croaking tones: ‘Oh
God, I hit him so hard! I could’ve killed
him!’


  Steele shook his
head and glanced down at the unconscious man who was breathing
heavily through his mouth now his throat was cleared of vomit. And
the Virginian’s expression as he raised his eyes to look at the
gulpingly afraid young man conveyed his distaste for the evil smell
that rose up from the sodden shirt front of Joel Shumaker.


  ‘He’ll live, feller. Have a worse than usual hangover though,
I guess.’


  Love dropped back
onto his chair and allowed pent-up breath to whistle out between
compressed lips. Then muttered: ‘Just as long as he wakes up,
mister. I figured it was better to slug him than have you two
shootin’ each other?’


  Steele shrugged
and made to reach for the batwings. But halted the move as a man
appeared on the outside of them. It was Harlan Grout, who ran the
town livery stable. Wide-eyed with eager curiosity, he asked:


  ‘Is he dead?’


  ‘Drunk is all, feller,’ Steele told the ruddy complexioned,
stockily built man who was one of the Golden Gate’s best customers. Then
he pinched his nose between a thumb and forefinger as he added;
‘And not so much the dead as the stinking kind.’


   





  Chapter Two


   



  THE LIVERYMAN
BACKED away from the threshold of the saloon and turned to yell the
news: ‘It’s all okay, folks! One of the strangers got fallin’ down
drunk is all! No harm done!’


  Steele pushed out between the batwings and immediately sensed
the undercurrent of resentment that his appearance caused to
intrude upon the relief which Harlan Grout’s excited announcement
had triggered. Then all but one of the dozen or so people who had
been about to converge upon the Golden
Gate turned to continue with their
interrupted business.


  The man who did not do so was Sheriff Leonard Fallows. He had
a duty to investigate the firing of a gun within the town limits
and the grim set of his face as he strode purposefully from his
office, across in front of the Post-Dispatch building toward
the Golden Gate was a tacit signal of his determination to do just
this.


  It was a
rough-hewn, element-burnished face with a black mustache bushier
than that of Cowper Love and eyes as coal black as those of Adam
Steele. The face of a man of fifty-two years of age who was six
feet tall with a lean build starting to run to fat. A neatly
dressed, happily married man who was naturally even tempered when
he was allowed to lead a quiet life. A man who took his
peace-keeping job seriously. A man who did not at all like Adam
Steele.


  For the day the Virginian rode into Providence there was bad
trouble. And later, after he had established himself out at the old
Sanderson place, he was involved in more violence. Which had engendered resentment in the minds of
many local citizens in addition to Len Fallows. Some of those
people who disliked Steele operated the businesses housed in some
of the buildings which lined three sides of the town square. Others
had been patronizing the stores when the gunshot exploded. So it
was not just on the grim face of Fallows that the Virginian had
seen he was being prejudged as the cause of this new disturbance,
despite what Harlan Grout had yelled at his fellow
citizens.


  Now everybody
else—those who felt justified in damning him on principle and a few
who accepted him with open minds—were headed back to attend to
their own business. And when Harlan Grout pushed open the batwings,
eager to grasp this opportunity to take another morning drink, just
the lawman glowered at Steele with much the same expression as the
Virginian had displayed when he grimaced down at the foul-smelling
Joel Shumaker.


  ‘You know somethin’, Steele?’ Fallows asked.


  The Virginian
halted and turned to look quizzically toward the taller, older man
when he paused outside the batwings. And saw the sheriff gesture
with his head diagonally across the square at the hay wagon with a
pair of geldings in the traces parked out front of Mitchell Cody’s
feed and seed store.


  ‘Sheriff?’


  ‘When I saw you and Billy drive into town earlier, I got a bad
feelin’ deep down inside. Kinda like the way some old-timers figure
they know when it’s gonna come on to rain because a joint starts to
ache or a corn to jump, you know?’


  Steele shook his
head. ‘No, feller, reckon I don’t know. But I do reckon any peace
officer worth his pay ought to feel bad when he’s allowed a
swollen-headed kid gunslinger into this town to get trigger-happy
drunk.’


  Fallows’ darkly
hued features briefly showed he was disconcerted. But he recovered
in a moment and was looking tough again when the anxiously frowning
face of Cowper Love appeared above the closed batwings and the
young man confirmed:


  ‘Joel’s drunk as a skunk, Sheriff. And I know he’s gonna be
mean as a riled-up rattler when he comes round. Mean at anyone who
happens to be in his sight. And that includes me. So if you’ll lock
him up until he’s sober and feelin’ a little more like—’


  ‘Damnit, don’t tell me how to do my job, son!’ Fallows
snarled. And forced Love to back away hurriedly from the threshold
of the Golden Gate as he swung toward the batwings and thudded them flying
open.


  Then Steele made
to continue on across the square, but paused once more. Looked over
the shoulder the rifle did not rest against when Love stepped onto
the threshold of the saloon again. Hooked his hands over the doors
to halt their creaking swing and said gravely:


  ‘Only fair you should know, mister. It’s most likely Joel will
come lookin’ for you when this scrape is over and done with. He
shot dead Jay Lomas down in Yuma in a fair fight just the other
day. And everyone figured Lomas was the fastest there was. That’s
the reason we were celebratin’. Ain’t likely Joel would want it to
get known he let go a man that shot his hat off his
head.’


  ‘I’m grateful for you telling me that, feller,’ Steele said.
‘Leaving town now.’


  Love grinned his
relief and nodded. ‘Be best.’


  ‘My place is the Trail’s End spread. Anyone will tell your
buddy how to get out there. If he wants a hole in his head to match
the one in his hat.’


  The smile on the
young man’s face slowly altered into a solemn frown as Steele
amplified his response. Then the Virginian completed his unhurried
walk from the northeast to the southwest corner of the square.
Sensed the melancholy eyes of Cowper Love watching him until
Fallows snapped something at him and he withdrew into the
saloon.


  Then just Billy Baxter and Mitchell Cody showed overt
interest in the Virginian. The two men standing in the bright
sunlight at the front of the roofed sidewalk before the feed and
seed store. Cody’s store was one of five in the row along
the western side of the square. Opposite the
stores was a stage line depot, the town bank, Grout’s livery stable
and the boarding house run by the Knights. The school and the town
meeting hall, along with the sheriff’s office, newspaper building
and saloon, lined the northern side: the start of the trail to
Broadwater and beyond flanked by the frame-built hall and the
granite sheriff’s office which incorporated a single cell
jail.


  There were no
buildings visible on the south side of the square. For it was
thickly timbered, except for what a stranger would assume to be the
start of a trail that curved away into the trees. In fact, this was
the northern extent of Main Street which cut a meandering course
through the woodland to the flanking rows of houses and the
steepled church at the southern fringe of Providence about a mile
away. Other houses dotted the curves of Main Street here and there
along its forested length, and an occasional rural side road cut
off to lead out toward scattered farmsteads and ranches on the
richly soiled bottom land of the Providence River Valley.


  If anybody out
along Main Street had heard the gunshot in the saloon, they had not
been made sufficiently curious to come see the reason for the
single report. And the people in all the buildings on the square
save the saloon had evidently lost interest in this minor
disturbance to the morning routine of their town. It was only to be
expected that Adam Steele had a hand in starting the trouble, but
Len Fallows was now firmly in control of the situation …


  Billy was looking
satisfied with the work he had done to raise the sweat that beaded
his face and stained his shirt, while Cody expressed concern as he
glanced up from a sheet of paper which, Steele guessed, was the
bill for the sacks of supplies Billy had loaded on the wagon.


  Billy Baxter was a
thirty-year-old man cursed by a congenital defect to go through
life with the mind of a child of six or seven. He was slightly
built, but much stronger than he looked and, provided he was
supervised, he made a good job of simple chores. He had a homely
face with a slack-jawed mouth and bulging eyes, the skin badly
scarred by acne.


  Mitchell Cody was
a man of over sixty, perhaps was even seventy or more. He was tall
and always had been painfully skinny: the kind of man, it was said,
who had looked at death’s door with sickness for as long as anyone
could recall. In a way, the emaciated old man was of a kind with
Steele: a loner who did not enjoy socializing, and mixed with his
fellow citizens only when the need to earn a living enforced
this.


  Thus, he would
care nothing about the latest trouble, just as he had been
indifferent to the earlier eruptions of violence which had taken
place since the Virginian came to
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