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When Jubal Cade takes a break from his grisly
vendetta to visit his sightless young ward, Andy Prescott in St.
Louis, the hunter becomes the hunted. Lured by a fat reward, a
sadistic albino hit-man adds more than Jubal’s murder to his gory
agenda, and the desperate doctor gambles all to rescue his
sightless ward as the lifeblood of guilty and innocent alike soaks
… THE KILLING GROUND.
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Chapter One

 


THE FIRST BULLET took the man through his
left arm. It ploughed a bloody hole through the soft flesh between
elbow and shoulder, ripping muscle to ragged tatters before
blasting between two ribs, puncturing the lower edge of his left
lung, and lodging itself against his spine.

The second hit him while he was opening his
mouth to scream. Because he was falling sideways off his horse, it
missed his heart and hit his thigh instead. It ruptured the heavy
muscles controlling the knee, so that his leg flipped upwards,
lifting high out of the stirrup to turn him sideways over the
panicked horse. He slid across the saddle, dead fingers dragging
the reins back to turn the animal’s head, haul it round in a
circle. The third bullet clipped a chunk of hair-freckled bone from
his skull, and blood spurted thickly into his eyes. It streamed
down from the wound, clouding his failing vision, smearing his face
with a sticky, scarlet coating.

He tasted it on his lips as he tried to
scream, but when he opened his mouth, only bipod came out, clogging
the words. And he bled.

Up on the ridge, the man
who had fired the three shots smiled and shifted the aim of his
rifle. The telescopic sight was a rare thing to find in
America – even
more rare in the Indian Nations –
but he was never without it. Now, with infinite
care, he centered the cross-hairs on the panting horse, squeezed
the trigger. The animal bucked once as the high-caliber bullet
punched through its skull, and collapsed onto its dead rider. The
man on the ridge nodded slowly, satisfied with his handiwork, and
walked back to his own horse.

He walked the animal down off the ridge to a
position behind, and to one side of, the two bodies. He tethered
the beast to a scrub oak and reached into the saddlebags. Hunkering
down, he began to chew on a piece of a dried-out cheese, watching
the buzzards drift down from the clear sky.

The ugly birds wheeled in lazy circles,
checking the ground before they were certain it was clear. Then
they began to spiral ground-wards, uttering raucous cries as they
zeroed in on the unexpected feast. The man stayed quiet and still
beneath the shade of the oaks: he was waiting for another kind of
visitor.

His wait was short. Circling buzzards meant
death, and death meant mostly people in the Indian Nations. So,
sooner or later, someone came to take a look. The man had picked
the place and the time: the one he expected was not long in coming.
He heard the sound of hooves long before he caught sight of the
rider, and climbed to his feet to place one hand over his horse’s
muzzle, holding it silent. From the shadow of the trees he watched
the rider haul his animal to a stop and jump from the saddle. The
newcomer turned the body over, gasping when he saw the ravaged
face. Then he dragged it up from the ground, humping it over his
own pony, and rode away.

The man in the trees waited a while,
finishing the last of his cheese, then mounted and moved out after
the corpse-carrying rider.

He followed the man down the draw, cut
across into a dried-out river bed, then up onto the tree-lined
slope that wound up to a high meadow. He stayed in amongst the
trees, never getting close enough for the man ahead to hear the
slight noises his horse made, but never far enough back to lose
him. They rode on that way for an hour or more, lifting up through
the mountain meadows, through the tall pine thickets, to a small
shack built into the downslope of a fallen rock-face.

The man carrying the body halted there and
slipped from his saddle. Carefully, as though the corpse could
still feel, he lifted it down as a man carries a sleeping child,
and took it inside.

The other man smiled and rode his horse in
closer to the tiny cabin, keeping just out of sight of the grubby
windows.

A jay shrieked in the
branches above him as he tethered his horse, and he glanced up, one hand
shifting instinctively to the gun holstered on his left hip. It was
a Smith & Wesson .44 Russian, the rubberized butt as black as
the clothes he wore, and smoothed by much handling. He slid the gun
from the holster and flipped the knock-down cylinder open. Unused
cartridges jumped from the chambers as the automatic ejection
system threw them clear. The man caught four of them before they
hit the grass. He slid the brass and copper tubes back into the
gun, then bent down to retrieve the others. Systematically, he blew
on each one to clear it of impediments before dropping it into the
empty chambers of the Smith & Wesson. Then he holstered the gun
and dragged his belt around so that the holster rested against his
right side. He reached down to tie the thigh strings around his
leg, then stood up, flexing his right hand.

From inside the cabin there came a low
sobbing.

The man hitched the tails of his black
frock-coat back, dragging the right side of the garment over the
butt of his gun so that the rearward projection of the holster held
the cloth clear of the grip, and stepped out from amongst the
trees. For a tall, well-muscled man, he moved with a surprising
lightness of step. His passage, as he crossed the mountain grass
fronting the cabin, was silent as a stalking cat’s. It matched the
expression in his red eyes.

He reached the door of the cabin and paused,
listening. All he could hear was the snuffling of the man inside,
and the sound of furniture being shifted around. He smiled again.
And kicked the door open.

Inside, the cabin was dark, the brightest
point the paleness of the crying man’s shirt. He looked up as
sunlight flooded in through the opened door, and gasped.

‘Who the hell are
you?’

The man in the black suit said nothing for a
moment, just stared around the shack. The other man carried no gun
and the closest visible weapon was a Henry carbine hung on nails
above the fireplace.

‘You Amos Wade?’ His voice
was quiet, northern accented.

‘Yeah.’ The man called
Wade sounded nervous. ‘Who are you?’

‘Klein,’ said the man in
black. ‘Saul Klein.’

He stepped away from the door, into the
cabin, and Wade saw for the first time that he was an albino. His
skin was corpse pale, his hair a wispy silver shroud around the
dead face in which the only points of light were the gleaming red
eyes. They studied Wade as an undertaker might study a newfound
customer.

‘You shot Jethro.’ Wade’s
tone made it a statement rather than a question.

‘Got paid to,’ said Klein
caliber. ‘You too. Seven hundred dollars you’re worth. I had a
helluva job findin’ you. Been scouting the hills for the past two
weeks without spottin’ this place. Then I saw Jethro herding stolen
cows and figgered he’d either lead me to you, or you’d come to him.
Worked, I guess.’

His tone was conversational, disinterested.
It sounded almost as though he was discussing some academic
problem.

‘Why?’ Wade’s voice was
high-pitched, frightened.

Klein shrugged. ‘Never asked. Colby hired me
to kill you, is all I know. Seven hundred dollars says I don’t want
to know.’

‘Jesus Christ!’ Wade
gasped. ‘Don’t you care?’

‘No.’ The albino shook his
head. ‘Why should I? I got paid. That’s all that
counts.’

Amos Wade had a fair idea why Nathan Colby
had hired a gunman to hunt him down and kill him. He had been
lifting Colby stock, aided by Jethro, for the past year. Seven
hundred dollars still sounded a jumped-up price though; and he
didn’t like the idea of dying. Klein’s eyes, however, didn’t look
to be giving him much alternative. He chose to make a try for life,
and sidled towards the fireplace, still talking.

‘How about I cut you in?
With Jethro gone, I’ll need a partner. It’s a profitable business,
an’ this could be a nice little spread.’

Klein smiled again. ‘No. The only spread
you’re gonna get is under the ground. The only one I want is in
Salt Lake City.’

‘Salt Lake City?’ Wade
kept easing his feet sideways, towards the fireplace. ‘You a
Mormon?’

Klein grinned without speaking.

‘You like wimmen?’ Wade
was pushing now, hoping to distract the albino. ‘I hear them
Mormons take as many wimmen as they want.’

‘Some do,’ said Klein
evenly.

‘How come a Mormon’s
packin’ guns fer others?’ Wade gabbled. ‘Thought they was all
religious.’

‘Some are,’ said
Klein.

‘Long way from Salt Lake.’
Wade was almost up to the fireplace. ‘You come a long way from
home.’

Klein smiled, watching the man’s hand inch
up to the Henry. He let Wade shift his weight onto both feet,
tensing for the spring that would grab the carbine into his hands.
He enjoyed playing with his targets like this: it added a little
excitement to a boring job.

Wade moved fast
– faster than Klein had
expected – lurching up to drag the Henry clear of its hooks, and drop
down to the dirt floor in one smooth, swift movement. But Klein was
faster still. His hand closed around the butt of the Smith &
Wesson, dragging the big handgun up and out of the holster. His
thumb yanked the hammer back as the barrel cleared leather, and his
first finger squeezed down on the trigger as the muzzle lined on
Wade’s face.

The rustler was slamming the action of the
Henry back into place as Klein’s shot hit. The carbine fell from
his hands and his head flipped back under the impact of the .44
caliber slug. A gaping red hole appeared in his forehead, midway
between his eyes, and a sudden fountain of blood sizzled over the
burning wood. Klein chuckled and shot him again, in the chest. The
body twitched, jerking tinder the impact. Then it went still.

Klein was still chuckling as he kicked
burning wood around the cabin, spilling kerosene from the lanterns
to add to the blaze.

He was whistling as he rode away from the
funeral pyre.

 



Chapter Two

THE MAN FROM Salt Lake City tugged a sheet
of neatly folded paper from his vest and began to study the words
inked on the page. Frowning in the dim light, he tilted his chair
back and reached up to adjust the control tap of the gas-lamp set
into the wall over his head. Someone hissed irritably as the lamp
jetted a whistling spurt of gas that ignited and blazed in the
artificial twilight, but he ignored the sound. Then, from the next
booth, a face appeared around the screen, mumbling something about
the disturbance as a hand, gloved in white silk, motioned at the
offending brilliance.

The man glanced briefly upwards, taking care
not to look directly at the light because that would have blinded
his vision, then at the face. He said nothing: he had no need to,
because his expression said more than any words. The man beyond the
partition caught the look, saw the cold, dead glance that summed
him up and dismissed him; and swallowed hard, wondering what to do
next. His companion, who had not seen the look, grumbled softly,
urging him to assert himself. Bolstered, or perhaps embarrassed, by
the female support of his male dominance, the man twisted once more
around the velveteen screen. This time he risked speaking.

‘Sir.’ His voice carried
the soft accent of a Missouri gentleman. ‘Your light. .. It’s
somewhat distracting.’

The man from Salt Lake City glanced up
again.

‘You want to come around
and turn it off?’

Miles Danvers was used to commanding
plantation workers, even enjoyed bullying the junior cadets in the
military academy, but he suddenly realized that he had no desire at
all to step around to the adjoining booth to turn down the
offending lantern. He swallowed hard for the second time, ignoring
Miss Annabelle Lee, and shook his head.

‘Good,’ said the tall,
blond man, turning back to the paper, ‘then we don’t have a
quarrel.’

Miles Danvers shook his
head, settling back in his chair with an expression that was part
fear, part awkwardness on his handsome face. Beside him Annabelle
Lee stared in outraged surprise. She had been looking forward to
this performance of the Rossini opera. Mostly because the
best-looking young bachelor this side of the river had asked her to
accompany him; the performance of the opera, William Tell, was a pleasant, but
secondary, consideration. None the less, Annabelle was annoyed by
the intrusive light from the neighboring booth; and even more
annoyed by Miles’s nervous retreat. She decided to take matters
into her own hands, and rose from her plush-backed seat with a
haughty look of dismissal on her pretty face. She pushed aside her
escort’s arresting hand, oblivious to his gasped warning, and
thrust her blond curls around the partition.

Then, like Miles, she gasped and drew back,
choking on her complaints.

The man in the next booth had that kind of
effect on people. It had amused him for years, proved useful more
than once, so that now he ignored it, concentrating on the
handwritten note.

His hair was naturally fair, bleached even
whiter by the Utah sun to a spider-silk brightness that matched the
pallor of his face. His skin was pale as a corpse’s flesh, and
drawn as tight over his angular bones. The pale yellow glow of the
gaslight produced a waxen look that outlined his mouth and eyes
with an eerie, black-limned accentuation rendered yet more macabre
by the silver hair. He was dressed all in black, as though to
emphasize the whiteness of his skin, to throw grave-pale face and
white-ridged hands into stark relief against the undertaker tone of
his clothes. And the red eyes that stared at Annabelle Lee looked
capable of sucking the soul from a body and chewing it up.

His name was Saul Klein, his profession
killing. He was in St. Louis to collect five thousand dollars. And
so far it looked to be an easy assignment.

He was fresh in from the Indian Nations
where he had been paid a modest seven hundred dollars to kill a man
called Amos Wade. What the dead man had done, why anyone should
want him killed, stirred neither conscience nor interest: Klein had
agreed the price and fulfilled his obligation. As he meant to
fulfill this one.

Ignoring the tenor batting notes at the
ceiling from the stage below, he began to read the note.

It was an old habit of
Klein’s, to study his assignments either in total privacy or in
public places. Either way, he went unobserved: in private there was
no one to see him; in public, no one got farther than his eyes. He
leaned back in the chair, settling the black-butted Smith &
Wesson Russian smoothly against his left hip, and read the
hand-printed note. It was inked on expensive paper, the characters
penned with a flourish that belied the importance
– and the price
– of the man described.
Briefly, it described a man of short stature, well-muscled and
given to wearing a gray suit of English cut, topped by a derby hat.
His eyes were brown, his hair black; scar tissue crossed his nose,
and his front teeth were broken. He might have been any one of the
hundreds flooding into St. Louis, except for the extra identifying
factor: in St. Louis, the chances were that he would be accompanied
by a blind boy.

The name of Saul Klein’s target was Jubal
Cade. The man willing to commission his death was called Ben
Agnew.

Klein settled his left hand on the butt of
the S&W, and read the note through again. It had taken a month
to reach him, coming overland from Fort Smith to McAllister’s
Station up on the Windy Ridge, and he had expended one more month
getting to St. Louis to meet Ben Agnew. He didn’t like the man, but
the color of his money was persuasive, and it sounded like an easy
hit.

He had watched the target for two days,
following him from the cheap rooming house to the plush grounds of
the Lenz Clinic. Back into the city, bored by the routine of aural
sightseeing that the man followed with the fair-haired boy, ending
each day at the clinic, and back again to the rooming house. After
that Cade had gone to play poker in one of the smaller saloons:
Klein guessed that he didn’t have too much money, despite wins of
around nine hundred dollars.

Saul Klein was satisfied that he knew his
man: he liked to know his victim before he killed him.

Still grinning, he folded the paper and
lifted his opera glasses. He dimmed the gaslight and shuffled his
chair to the edge of his solitary booth, focusing the binoculars on
the well of the auditorium. The man was sitting seven rows back
from the stage, about halfway along the bank of seats. Klein
chuckled as he thought how much the target must have spent on two
seats in so prime a position at the St. Louis Opera. Then, as he
swung his glasses to take in the boy, he realized that Cade must
have bought the tickets to please his blind companion. The child
was obviously enjoying the performance far more than his
friend.

Andy Prescott was. The long months in the
Lenz Clinic had both bored and tutored him, so that now he was
delighted to get free of the place and enjoy some of the things
drilled into him by the relentless Herr Professor Lenz.

‘Jubal,’ he said softly,
sensing his companion’s stilled fidgetiness, ‘they say that
music soothes the savage breast.’

‘They also say,’ whispered
Jubal Cade, ‘that empty pots make the most noise.’

Andy accepted the
admonition even before the dowager seated behind them shushed her
irritable request for silence. It was a thing Jubal had noticed
about the boy ever since he was blindedi
— an uncanny knack of sensing the temper of the
people around him. The orphan’s father had had a penchant for
aphorisms that got on most people’s nerves – Jubal’s not excluded
– and his son had picked
it up, though in his case it was forgivable due to his blindness
and the true grit he displayed in coming to terms with his
affliction.

So Jubal simply smiled, and settled back to
listen to the music.

And above him, Saul Klein contemplated his
death.

The gunman couldn’t make up his mind whether
he should kill the small, gray-suited man straight away or leave it
for later. On balance, he chose the latter course. The S&W
Russian was an excellent gun, but he wasn’t sure it could reach
that far effectively; and gunplay now would arouse too much
interest anyway. Saul Klein preferred to remain as anonymous as
possible. So he decided to study Jubal Cade for one more day, then
kill him in some convenient place. After all, Agnew’s money was
good for a long stay in St. Louis.

He lowered the opera glasses and eased his
chair back. It had been a long time since he had heard any kind of
decent singing. Not since Chicago, in fact, when he had been hired
to kill a senator getting too big for somebody’s boots. That, he
recalled, had been a pleasant assignment: no more than three days
on the job, then a straight holiday. Much like this one.

Klein eased back, enjoying the opera along
with his victim.

Had anyone asked his
opinion Jubal would have admitted to boredom. He had never learned
to enjoy the opera, and even though his murdered wife, Mary, had
tried hard to instill in him her own delight in the formalized
music, he lacked the necessary enthusiasm.. This visit to the Opera
House was planned mainly as a treat for Andy. Since taking the
orphaned youngster into his care, Jubal had seen relatively little
of the boy. His visits to St. Louis were infrequent and marred by
the knowledge that Ben Agnew still planned to kill him. Or, more
precisely, pay to have him killed: the man held Jubal responsible
for the accidental death of his wifeii. That vendetta
still burned fierce in Agnew’s mind and, even though the
businessman had given his word that Andy Prescott would not be
drawn into it, Jubal was wary of some hired gun hitting the boy by
accident. Thus, his visits were usually confined to the clinic
itself.

This time, however, Andy had shown a new
interest in music. Professor Lenz was eager to develop his pupil’s
remaining senses as compensation for his lack of sight, and a music
appreciation course was part of Andy’s training. Aided by an
enthusiastic professor, Andy had succeeded in talking Jubal into
buying tickets.

‘It’s good, ain’t it?’
Andy whispered.

‘Isn’t,’ corrected Jubal
automatically. Then grinned, adding: ‘Yes, I guess it
is’

He settled back in the chair, listening idly
to the rising crescendo of sound, wishing he was playing poker
instead.

High above, Saul Klein slid back his chair
and left the box. He had seen all he wanted for now and as the
opera was scheduled to remain in St. Louis for another week, he
could always come back. After killing Cade.

The gunman returned to his hotel. He locked
the door of his room, leaving the key half-turned in the lock, and
poured a generous measure of whiskey. He shucked off his frock-coat
and set a square of black cloth on the table. From a saddlebag he
drew a revolver that matched the weapon on his hip, checked the
load and placed the gun to the right of the cloth. Then he opened a
small pouch of tools and began to clean the S&W. Working with
precise movements he stripped the gun down, wiping each part
delicately with a lightly oiled rag, drawing a cleaning string
through the barrel, and checking the cartridges before reassembling
the machinery and thumbing shells back into five of the
cylinders.

Across the room stood a dark oak wardrobe,
its doors covered by a six foot spread of mirror. Klein stood up,
facing the glass, and began to draw the S&W. He practiced for
fifteen minutes drawing off his left hip; then he tugged the
holster around and spent fifteen minutes drawing from the right.
When he was satisfied, he began to massage his hands before washing
in liniment. Finally, after almost an hour, he cleared away the
tools and began to sip the whiskey.

The glass was halfway down when a knock on
the door brought him from his seat. The S&W was cocked and
aimed before he was fully upright and he stepped silently over to
the side of the door. He stood to the right of the frame, reaching
out to grasp the key. He turned it slowly and eased back along the
wall.

Who is it?’

‘Got a message from Mr.
Agnew.’ The voice was husky, negroid. ‘Said to hand it personal to
Mr. Klein.’

‘Door’s open,’ Klein
called, flattening against the wall.

The messenger was as black as Klein was
white, and the nervous darting of his eyes showed that he didn’t
enjoy having a gun pointed at his belly. He took a pace into the
room, thrusting a sealed envelope at the gunman the way a man pokes
a stick at
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