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	The Home of Great

	Western Fiction

	 


A savage man in an untamed land!

	Jared Hawk was a gunfighter. His talent for killing was up for hire – if the price was right. His code was simple: stay alive to deliver the goods and collect the dues, and don’t step aside for any man.

	Philip Garrett hired Hawk to take him and his niece, Sarah Lee, through to Los Angeles, but a pack of professional guns blocked the road. Before Hawk reached the City of the Angels all his gun skills were brought to bloody use, and the old California trail was marked with gravestones…
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	If he said it was OK, I bought it.

	I hope he likes this one;

	it’s for Ron Carver.
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Chapter One

	 

	HEAT HUNG LIKE a blanket over Modero. It came down out of the blinding blue-silver of the cloudless New Mexico sky, so bright a man had to squint his eyes to see any kind of distance. It rose up from the packed dirt of the streets. It baked the peeling paint of the store-fronts and shimmered off the adobe of the cantinas and the low-roofed houses.

	At one end of Main Street, a windmill stood motionless, silent, its blades still. The water in the catchment tank below the windmill was oily, a layer of dust floating listlessly on the sheeny surface. The same stillness pervaded the town, as though the place held its breath, waiting for evening when a breeze might come from off the Guadalupe mountains. Dogs stretched scratching in the warm shadows beneath the sidewalks, and the only sound was the faint creaking of a rocker as an old man dozed fitfully, letting the sun sink into his tired bones.

	The man on the gray horse came in from the northeast, from the direction of Messilla. He looked tired, like a man who has ridden a long way in a hurry. Like a man unsure of finding his destination. He reined in beside the tank and dismounted, stirring the surface debris with his left hand before letting the horse drink. He soaked a bandanna in the water and wiped dust from his face. It was a young face, but hard, like his body, the eyes cold, calculating. Black hair curled low over the collar of a well-worn shirt that might once have been white, but now was dirty, dust-covered. Black pants, protected against the thorns of chaparral and mesquite by snug-fitting leather chaps, showed the same signs of wear. His hat, low-crowned and black, shaded the lean planes of his face. He looked the kind of man a woman would call handsome. Then shiver at the aura of suppressed tension surrounding him. A man might put him down as one more cowpoke drifting through in search of work. But for three things.

	One was the black leather glove on his left hand. Smooth, soft leather, held tight in place by a cord around the cuff.

	The second was the holster tied down on his right hip. It was a scabbard-type, the upper part cut away to expose the hammer and trigger of the Colt’s .45 Frontier model, the five and a half-inch barrel revolver, nestling snug and deadly in the dark leather. The holster was integral with the gunbelt, riveted in place so that the muzzle angled slightly forwards, the butt canting back for a fast draw. The leather of both the holster and the belt was polished, free of dust. It was as though the man paid more careful attention to his gun and his belt than to his clothes or himself.

	The third thing was the ugly scattergun holstered on the left side of his belt. A drifter with a shotgun was unusual enough: such weapons were the tools of bank guards or bouncers. To see one worn as a side-arm was a rarity. And the oddity of the gun was compounded by its appearance. A single-barrel 10-gauge Meteor, the tube of the barrel was cut down to no more than twelve inches, the stock cut away and rounded off to form a pistol grip. It rested in a holster specially designed to carry a scattergun, the muzzle protruding backwards and slightly to the side, cross draw fashion.

	The man’s name was Jared Hawk. He was a hired gun.

	When his pony had slaked its thirst he climbed back in the saddle and walked the animal slowly into Modero. He sat with the casual grace of a man long accustomed to horseback traveling, reins loose in his gloved left hand, his right on his thigh, close to the Colt’s butt. His head moved gently from side to side, taking in the buildings, checking the horses tethered to the hitching rails.

	Outside one of the cantinas he saw two horses. A roan stallion and a pinto gelding. They both looked tired, standing with heads down, scarcely bothering to flick their tails at the flies clustering about their sweat-glistened flanks. Hawk brought the gray to a halt and studied the animals for a moment before dismounting. Then, leaving his own pony alongside, he went into the adobe building.

	It was cooler inside, the light dim after the brightness of the street. A wide plank bar ran down one wall, the bare wood ringed with the marks of glasses. Bottles stood on shelves behind the bar and an ornate clock, incongruous in that setting, hung from the center of the wall. Spindly looking chairs and rickety tables occupied part of the floor space, some of them taken by cowpokes and vaqueros, a few by men in limp looking business suits. A man in a frill-fronted shirt with frayed cuffs was turning cards on a square of dirty green baize, and at die far end of the room five men were eating chili.

	Hawk went up to the bar and ordered whisky. It came out of a bottle devoid of a label, almost colorless. He tipped it down and asked for a beer. The amber liquid was warm, with a head of foam floating on the top. Hawk sipped it slowly, ordering a second whisky.

	When the barkeep topped his glass he asked about the owners of the two horses outside. The man’s eyes flickered towards the end of the room, then down to Hawk’s gun belt.

	‘What’s it to you, mister?’ His voice was wary. ‘I don’t want no trouble.’

	‘Won’t get none if you stay quiet,’ said Hawk, evenly. ‘I got business to discuss.’

	‘Yeah?’ The barkeep sounded doubtful. ‘They’re down by the door. The big feller with the beard an’ the tow-head.’ 

	‘Thanks.’ Hawk finished the beer and dropped a coin on to the bar. ‘They paid you?’

	When the man nodded, Hawk said: ‘Good.’

	He turned away, moving casually down the room. His eyes had adjusted by now to the dimness and he could clearly make out the two men. They glanced up as he came towards them and he saw that the tow-head was eating left-handed, his right hidden beneath the table; the bearded man was spooning Chile into his mouth, holding a chunk of grayish-looking bread in his left hand. He dropped the spoon and wiped at his beard, smearing a mash of beans over the hair.

	‘Long ride from Messilla,’ Hawk smiled. ‘I thought to catch up before now.’

	‘Who the hell are you?’ The bearded man eased his chair back from the table. ‘What you want?’

	‘You, Clancy,’ Hawk said. ‘You an’ Barton.’

	Clancy chuckled, spraying food over the table.

	‘Ambitious, ain’t you? You reckon to take us both?’

	Hawk nodded. ‘Citizens’ Committee hired me to do just that. Said it don’t matter how. Not after you shot up the bank.’

	Clancy went on chuckling, but his hands dropped out of sight under the table. There was a sudden scraping of chairs and from the corner of his eye Hawk saw the other diners leaving, sidling away down the wall.

	‘Got sand, ain’t he?’ Clancy said. ‘What you think, Rich?’

	‘Reckon he’s a dead man,’ grunted Barton. And came up from the table with a Remington’s Army model in his right hand.

	Hawk went to the side in a smooth dive. His legs folded and he twisted, angling his left shoulder down at the floor. At the same time his right hand dropped over the butt of the Colt. Closed on the wood grips. Lifted.

	The hammer was thumbed back before the barrel cleared the holster, his forefinger tight on the trigger. Barton’s shot went over his head, blasting splinters from the end of the bar. Clancy was coming up on his feet, hauling a Peacemaker into sight. Hawk fired before he hit the floor. Cocked the hammer and swung the Colt round to fire three feet to the left as he landed.

	His first shot took Rich Barton low in the chest. It slammed the tow-headed man back against the wall, splattering blood and chunks of flesh over the smoke-tainted adobe. Barton screamed and bounced off the wall, crashing facedown across the table. Plates clattered to the floor and the table went over on its side. Clancy fired as Hawk’s second shot tore into his shoulder. The impact of the .45 caliber slug turned him, deflecting his aim so that the bullet flew wild, shattering a bottle standing behind the bar.

	Hawk fired again, from the prone position, angling his pistol up as Clancy fought the pain and brought his own gun round and down. Abruptly, like a floodgate opening, his face split in a welter of crimson. Eyes and nose exploded inwards, leaving a great gaping hole that extended from his lower jaw to the upper rims of his eye sockets. Fragments of bone and glutinous lumps of gray brain matter gouted from the hole, pouring over his beard and mingling with the remnants of his unfinished meal.

	Hawk rolled, feeling the rush of Clancy’s second shot roil air past his face. He swung the Colt, pumping a second bullet into Barton.

	The smaller man was writhing around on the bloodied floor, trying to sight his Remington on Hawk. There was a fist-sized hole in his back with a steady pulsing of bright blood starting from the wound. He was moaning and cursing, crimson frothing on his lips.

	Hawk’s shot took him in the neck, tearing through the soft flesh of his throat and snapping his upper spine before exiting in a fresh spurt of crimson. Barton’s head jerked back, his eyes opening wider in shock. Then they glazed over and he chopped the Remington, his face thudding against the boards of the floor. A spreading pool of blood oozed thickly from under the corpse. Flies buzzed eagerly around the body, settling with obscene grace over the wounds.

	Clancy was still on his feet, blood matting his beard and dripping down over his shirtfront. His arms dangled limp by his sides, right hand empty. Slowly, like some great tree bearing too great a weight of snow, he toppled forwards. There was a soggy sound as his ruined face hit the floor.

	Hawk stood up. The cantina was silent, the only noise the hungry whir of the fat, blue-black insects winging in to feed. The gunman worked the ejector rod mounted under the barrel of his revolver. The brass jackets of the spent cartridges rang loud as they fell clear of the cylinder. Hawk thumbed four fresh loads into the Colt and dropped the pistol back in the holster. He walked over to the bar and picked up his unfinished whisky. Emptied the glass in one short swallow.

	‘You got law in Modero?’

	The barkeep nodded. Nervously. ‘Sure. Marshal Bozeman.’

	‘Fetch him,’ grunted Hawk.

	‘No need,’ A short, sway-bellied man pushed through the crowd gathered at the entrance. ‘What the hell’s goin’ down?’

	There was a tarnished star pinned to a sweat-stained shirt. A round, florid face with thick lips and small, angry-looking eyes. Bozeman had a Winchester carbine in his hands. It was pointed at Hawk.

	‘Marshal,’ The dark man nodded a greeting.

	‘He responsible?’ Bozeman directed his question at the bartender. ‘He do the killin’?’

	The bartender nodded. ‘Walked right up an’ called them both out.’

	‘It was a fair fight,’ said Hawk. Two on one. An’ Barton drew first.’

	‘Close it!’ snapped Bozeman. ‘I want some goddam gun-slick kid to speak, he waits until I tell him.’

	Anger flared on Hawk’s lean face. His gray eyes blazed and his mouth tightened in a thin, taut line. With a cautious effort he pointed at his glass, holding his hands dear of his guns. The barkeep picked up the bottle automatically, and filled the glass.

	‘I got a paper,’ Hawk said. They was both wanted.’

	The Winchester swung up to point at his face. Bozeman had to tilt his head to stare into the younger man’s eyes. His own were set deep in the folds of flesh, blood-shot and glittering with irritation.

	‘I ain’t gonna tell you a second time, boy.’ His voice was whisky-rough. ‘I don’t take to gun-happy saddle tramps come here an’ shoot up the goddam town. You got a paper, you can show it me after I set you behind bars.’

	‘He’s telling the truth.’ The voice came from behind Bozeman. ‘It was fair … just like he said.’

	The fat marshal turned, not moving the Winchester, then nodded as a tall, thin man in a black suit stepped forwards from the crowd. Reluctantly, the peace officer let the carbine drop until the muzzle was pointed at Hawk’s knees.

	‘You see it, Mr. Garrett?’

	The thin man nodded. ‘Start to finish. He walked up an’ spoke to them. The tow-headed one drew on him. Then the big fellow. He weren’t so fast, he’d be dead.’

	The marshal grunted. ‘I still don’t have to like it. Let’s see that paper.’

	Hawk reached inside his waistband. Passed a folded sheet to Bozeman, who read it slowly, his lips moving.

	‘Says you’re appointed by the Messilla Citizens’ Committee,’ he admitted slowly, ‘to bring in Jeb Clancy an’ Rich Barton. I guess that’s them.’

	‘Yeah,’ said Hawk. ‘I been trailin’ them since they hit the Messilla bank. Shot two clerks an’ a woman on the street. Citizens’ Committee put up a hundred dollars apiece. You write me out a notification of death an’ I’ll head back that way to collect my money.’

	‘Damn’ bounty hunters,’ grunted Bozeman. ‘Feedin’ on death.’

	‘It’s a living,’ murmured Hawk.

	The marshal ignored him, walking over to the bodies. He put a boot under Barton’s chin and lifted the head so that he could check the features, then turned Clancy on his back and whistled. He ambled back to the bar with an ugly smile on his face.

	‘Ain’t hardly possible to recognize the big one no more,’ he grinned, ‘but the other one I know. He might be Rich Barton to you, but round here he called hisself Braden. Rafe Braden. His brother runs a spread out towards the east fork o’ the Gila. Mean bastard is Linus Braden. Near mean as the two other brothers.’

	‘I ain’t interested in family history,’ said Hawk. ‘Just write that paper to say they’re dead an’ I’ll be gone.’

	‘Stop by the jail in an hour or so. I’ll have it ready for you.’ Bozeman seemed to find something about the situation amusing ‘Were I you, I’d ride out fast. Linus is due in town come mornin’, most like with Pauley an’ Matthew. They find you around, they’ll gun you where you stand.’

	‘And you’ll be watching,’ said Hawk, cynically. ‘Upholding the law.’

	Bozeman just chuckled some more and turned away, muttering something about hired guns. He paused at the door and shouted back at the barkeep.

	‘I’ll send Doc Franklin over, Charley.’

	‘Make it fast, Jim,’ shouted the bartender. They’re gonna stink me out if he don’t hurry.’

	Hawk picked up his glass, then looked at the man called Garrett.

	‘Thanks, mister. You saved the marshal’s life.’

	Garrett shook his head. ‘You’re almighty confident, son. Bozeman had that Winchester ready to use. He could’ve downed you.’

	Hawk smiled and swallowed his whisky. ‘No. He got too close. I could’ve got a hand on the gun an’ killed him while he was still firing at the roof.’

	‘You know a lot about that kind o’ thing,’ Garrett’s comment was poised midway between statement and question. ‘You’re pretty useful with a gun.’

	‘It’s a living,’ Hawk repeated.

	‘You make much that way?’ Garrett motioned for Charley to fill two fresh glasses. ‘Seems a trifle precarious.’

	Hawk shrugged. ‘Beats punchin’ cows or tendin’ store. I got two hundred dollars waitin’ for me back in Messilla.’

	‘If them Bradens let you get there,’ muttered Charley. ‘Old Jim Bozeman wasn’t foolin’. Those boys are liable to follow you back outta pure sour-gut meanness.’

	‘I’ll take my chances,’ said Hawk evenly. ‘Might be there’s a reward on them too.’

	‘Might be you could make a whole lot more going the other way,’ said Garrett. ‘You interested?’

	‘In money?’ Hawk asked. ‘Sure.’

	‘Let’s take a seat.’ Garrett picked up the bottle. ‘You hungry?’

	 

	They took a table in a corner by the front wall, well away from the bodies and far enough removed from the other drinkers that their conversation would go unheard. Charley brought two bowls of chili over, and a platter of bread. A lanky man dressed all in black came in and called for Charley to help him drag the corpses out. They left long streamers of blood on the boards.

	‘I got business in California,’ said Garrett. ‘Maybe you heard of the Garrett Trading Company?’ Hawk shook his head.

	‘Well, anyway,’ Garrett sounded disappointed, ‘I own half of it. Used to belong to my brother, William, only he’s dead now. I got word a few weeks back. Seems like William got shot an’ left his share to me. I’m Philip Garrett, by the way.’ He paused, waiting for Hawk to reciprocate. The younger man said: ‘Hawk. Jared Hawk.’ Garrett nodded and went on.

	‘William had a partner. A man called Nathan Bellows. I got a kind of feeling that Bellows had something to do with William’s killing. The trading outfit’s worth plenty. A few thousand dollars, according to the letters William sent. I reckon on heading for Los Angeles to claim my part.’

	‘So buy a stage ticket,’ grunted Hawk.

	‘No.’ Garrett shook his head. ‘It’s too easy to check a stage coach. If I’m right about Bellows, he’ll be waiting for me. I aim to travel my own route. Slip through without too many folks knowing about it.’

	‘That’s a long ride.’ Hawk wiped his bowl clean and picked up his glass. ‘Seven, maybe eight hundred miles. You got the Guadalupes an’ the Dragoons to cross. Lord knows what after that, I never been that way before. There’s hostile Apaches ’tween here an’ there, that I do know. Then maybe this Bellows could have guns hired to look for you.’

	‘Yes. Exactly.’ Garrett nodded fervently. ‘That’s why I want to hire you. I’ve seen you work. You’re good, Jared. I want you with us.’

	‘Us?’ Hawk glanced at the man, guessing his age at something around the forty mark. He looked strong enough; wiry rather than skinny, with graying hair and a lined, sun-tanned face. But still a storekeeper. ‘Who’s the other party?’

	‘My niece,’ said Garrett. ‘Sarah Lee. I took her in after her parents got killed by the Apache.’

	Hawk shook his head. ‘I thank you for backin’ me, Mr. Garrett. An’ I thank you for the meal, but I ain’t no wagon boss. All I know about the road to California is it’s a long one an’ it points away from Messilla. Like I told you, I got money waiting for me there. I rode a long way to earn it, an’ now I figger to spend it.’

	‘If the Bradens let you,’ said Garrett carefully. ‘You could get that paper from Bozeman and still go back for your money. After you’ve seen me and Sarah through to Los Angeles. Listen.’ He spoke urgently, working hard to persuade Hawk. ‘It’s not just me and Sarah. There’ll be another wagon. Willy Glazer and his wife want to come along. Willy used to work the old California trail out of Texas. Ran cattle back in the Sixties. He knows the road and he’s a sound man.’ 

	Hawk emptied his glass. Garrett hurried to fill it.

	‘I can speed Bozeman up,’ he added. ‘Make sure you don’t get delayed long enough for the Bradens to catch you.’

	‘I ain’t afraid of the Bradens,’ said Hawk coldly. ‘I just want to get back to spend my money.’

	Garrett swallowed hard, choking on a gulp of whisky.

	‘I’ll pay you five hundred,’ he said. ‘Five hundred dollars to see us safe through to Los Angeles.’

	Hawk lifted his glass. For a long moment he stared at the liquor, then raised it, parodying a toast.

	‘You got yourself a deal, Mr. Garrett. I like the way your money talks.’

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	GARRETT OWNED A general store halfway down Main Street. It was one of the few wooden buildings in Modero, a single story high with a false front built up above the flat roof. There was a yard behind the store and a low, neatly-painted adobe house beyond that. A high-sided wagon stood in the yard, its canvas cover looking new, dean. Hawk paused, checking the vehicle. It was around twelve feet long by four wide, the wheels bounded by iron tires. A grease bucket hung from the rear axle and the tongue was long enough to take a six horse team. Someone had scrubbed the interior, and the outer woodwork was varnished. Hawk ducked down to peer at the axles and the hounds: they seemed solid enough to take the pounding of the California road.

	He stood up, nodding his approval.

	‘You got a good wagon, Garrett. What’s your team like?’

	‘Six prime mules.’ The storekeeper appeared pleased with Hawk’s approval. ‘I was planning to buy horses, but Willy Glazer said mules’d be surer.’

	‘He was right,’ said Hawk. ‘A horse is fine for fast traveling, but a mule takes a lot o’ beatin’ when you’re on rough country.’

	They went over to the house. It was cool inside, slatted shutters holding out the afternoon heat, and there was a fresh scent of flowers coming from the pots of prairie roses and geraniums placed around the main room. From a curtained door to the rear of
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