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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction

	 


The hungry gun is a .30 caliber Spencer rifle repeater—the deadliest gun in the west. Its owner is Jubal Cade. A trained doctor, his mission in life is no longer to treat the sick but to track down the scar-faced murderer of his wife. And to kill him.

	Cade rides a train populated by an all-female entertainment troupe. He discovers that there’s a slim chance that one has a clue to his wife’s killer. Before he can learn anything, the train is robbed by Mexican bandits and the women captured. If he wants that information Cade has no choice but to rescue them.

	But there are other guns greedy for death and Jubal must risk his own life in a cross-fire of violence not of his making.

	Will the hungry gun and the man behind it taste the sweetness of revenge?
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Chapter One

	 

	THE MAN WITH not a hair on his head used his shirt sleeve to wipe dust-grimed sweat from his forehead and peered again out across the desert plain of New Mexico Territory. It was early morning and the direction in which he looked was east. So the man had to shade his eyes with his long-fingered hand and crack them against the brightness of the climbing sun.

	‘Be another thirty minutes before you see her smoke, mister,’ the young telegraph operator said lazily. ‘And maybe another thirty before she rolls into the depot.’

	The bald-headed man gave a curt nod, then raised his long legs up on to the bench and stretched out full-length leaning the nape of his neck on the armrest. He closed his pale grey eyes, took off his hat and fanned his face with the brim. The telegraph operator yawned and moved back into his shack beside the depot office.

	Despite the heat, the big clock above the office doorway showed the time as only eight-thirty. The ticking of the clock and the buzzing of half a dozen predatory flies provided the only sounds in the depot. The horse of the bald-headed man, hitched to the rail at the side of the freight shed, stood as silently unmoving as a black marble statue.

	‘Don’t the wind ever blow in Plainsville?’ the bald-headed man called, continuing to sprawl on the bench and fan himself.

	‘Better this way, mister,’ the telegraph operator responded through a yawn. ‘When the wind blows it raises the dust. Can’t see across Main Street. And it ain’t never a cold wind … ’cepting at night.’

	‘What a dump!’ the bald-headed man muttered sourly, and swung his head to the right to spit.

	The globule of moisture arched the width of the low trestle platform and hit the far rail of the single track. Phlegm hissed into white steam. The tick of the clock reigned supreme in the realm of sound. The flies had winged away in search of a more productive area. Then a few moments later, the telegraph operator began to snore quietly, regularly.

	The normal peace of Sunday morning in Plainsville continued for another fifteen minutes. Then, at the far end of Main Street from the railroad depot, the door of the law office creaked open and the elderly, bearded town sheriff came out, blinking against the sunlight. He was a short, pot-bellied man dressed in buckskin pants and shirt hung with tassels. They were both old and well-worn. The white Stetson hat and black boots were new. He carried a single Navy Colt revolver in a holster worn high at his thick waist.

	As he ambled across the street on a long diagonal line, he unfastened two buttons of his shirt and pushed a gnarled hand inside to scratch his chest. The expression of distaste on his lined, crinkled face had nothing to do with the itch. Sheriff Rand just was not looking forward to doing his duty this Sunday morning. But, on the whole, he liked his job. He had held it down for fifteen years now, due in large part to the fact that he abided by the decisions of the Plainsville Citizens’ Committee. And he wasn’t about to go against them now.

	So, with a rueful sigh, Rand banged on the locked screen door of the House of Fun Saloon. He buttoned up his shirt again while he waited for the saloon to open. A hurriedly-dressed and unshaven weed of a man pushed back the screen door and fastened it to the wall. His expression was even more morose than that of Rand as he held the bats-wings wide.

	‘Comin’ inside, Sheriff?’ he asked.

	‘They up and ready, Luke?’

	‘Near enough, I reckon,’ the scrawny Luke answered. ‘Though they ain’t come down yet. Damn shame.’

	Rand nodded. ‘Hustle them up, Luke. I’ll wait out here. Might not be able to resist taking a drink, I see the bottles .And it’s too early. Even to drown sorrows.’

	‘You reckon anybody in Plainsville will ever come to my place to drink again, Sheriff?’ Luke asked.

	‘They did before the Tyson Troupe showed up,’ Rand pointed out.

	Luke shook his head sadly. ‘What a man ain’t never had, he don’t miss. But now …’

	Rand shrugged his sloping shoulders, then pulled himself erect. ‘Go get them, will you? They gotta be put on that train.’ 

	‘We’re coming, sir,’ a woman called from the murky depths of the saloon: high up, on the balcony at the head of the stairs. Then her shoes, and those of several other women, began to click against the stair treads. Petticoats rustled and made a fresh sound against the saloon’s atmosphere fetid with the bad odors of stale whiskey, cigar smoke and sweat. The smell attracted the hungry flies and they zoomed in through the open doorway, buzzing louder in anticipation.

	Down at the depot, the clock made a whirring noise as the hands clicked to a quarter of nine. But there were no chimes. The bald-headed man sat up and swung his dusty boots to the wooden trestle. He stood erect and put on the low-crowned black hat. He was a tall man, and very thin, which made him look even taller. Apart from the boots—black beneath the dust and scuffing—he was dressed entirely in grey. It was a color which matched the paired Tranter six-guns in his tied-down holsters and his eyes, which made a blank survey of the world from under downward-sloping brows. The face into which the eyes were set was the hue of long-rusted iron. The skin was pitted in the same fashion, around a thin mouth, crooked nose and across the indentations of his hollow cheeks. He was an ugly man who might have been aged at any number of years between thirty and forty-five.

	He began to pace the boards, flexing the muscles of his shoulders, arms, hands and fingers. The scrape of his boot-leather roused the telegraph operator, and the red-headed youngster peered out through the open doorway from behind his desk. A frown of thoughtful anxiety creased his smooth, clear-skinned face when he saw the mild limbering-up exercises each time the man crossed the doorway. He knew little about the stranger, who had arrived at the Plainsville Depot before six, riding in from the scrub hills to the south. He had walked his weary gelding directly along Main Street to the depot. Both man and animal appeared to have travelled a great distance. He was coldly polite in enquiring the times of westbound passenger trains. There were just the two—nine-thirty in the morning and four in the afternoon. The stranger had printed out a telegraph blank, addressed to a man named Ben Agnew in St. Louis. The message was short: IN PLAINSVILLE—WEXLER. The reply wire stuttered in after only an hour. CADE ABOARD TRAIN SCHEDULED ARRIVE PLAINSVILLE NINE-THIRTY—AGNEW.

	The heat of the new day was beginning to take over from the cold of the night by then, and Wexler had gone outside to rest on the bench. He was not a conversationalist. What he was, the telegraph operator had been reluctant to guess: until he saw the strange loosening-up routine. Then, although he had never in his life seen one, the youngster decided Wexler might be a gunslinger.

	Abruptly, the man stopped his pacing—immediately outside the open doorway of the telegraph shack. The long-fingered, red-skinned hand cupped over his eyes again, and he canted his lean torso forward to stare along the perspective-tapered tracks. They ran in a monotonously straight line, across the vast flatness of the desert spread to the east of Plainsville, followed relentlessly by the telegraph posts strung with a single line. Both were swallowed up by a heat shimmer which silvered the horizon and brought it closer. Now, as the impassive grey eyes focused across the miles, the approaching train appeared as a dark blot against the silver: a small round dot at the base with a smudge of smoke above.

	‘She a-coming, mister?’ the telegraph operator asked.

	Wexler nodded without turning, and the telegraph operator yanked a railroad watch from his vest pocket.

	‘Be on time, may be a little early,’ the youngster pronounced proudly, as if the accuracy of the schedule was all due to him.

	The distant, plaintive whistle from the locomotive sounded like a confirmation. Wexler turned then, and started along the boarding to where his gelding was hitched. The telegraph operator emerged from his shack and looked after the stranger. Wexler was doing his arm and hand exercises again.

	Footfalls sounded on the hard-packed dirt between the depot office and the freight shed. Wexler pulled up short at the end of the trestle and his lean frame stiffened, his head jutting forward. The movement of his hands towards the wooden butt grips of the Tranters was instinctive. But he interrupted the motion before the long fingers touched the guns. The telegraph operator saw this, and was certain the man was a gunslinger.

	‘Morning to you, feller,’ Sheriff Rand greeted dully.

	The telegraph operator forgot his nagging worry about Wexler and hurried out of the doorway to the edge of the platform. The arrival of Rand and his charges at the depot was what he had been waiting for: the reason he had risen so early in the hope that the sheriff would bring the Tyson Troupe down in good time for the train.

	Wexler nodded in response to the lawman’s greeting, then raked his cool-eyed gaze over the group who trailed him.

	‘She gonna be on time, Virgil?’ Rand called.

	‘Early, like as not,’ the telegraph operator replied absently, merely glancing at the lawman, then feasting his eyes on the ten women who comprised the Tyson Troupe.

	All were tall, narrow-waisted, flared-hipped, jutting-breasted blondes. It was highly unlikely that all had naturally colored hair, which fell in long waves to their shoulders. But if these naked shoulders and the bared top halves of their swelling breasts below were indicative of the whole, there was nothing false about the voluptuous curves of their bodies. Where the naked expanses of flesh finished, the shiny red silk of dresses fell away, tight to the waist then flouncing to their ankles over voluminous petticoats, which gave flashes of white lace hems as the women followed Rand along the platform.

	Each carried a bulging carpetbag of the same color as her dress. Lipstick and rouge on their faces picked up the color. The ages of nine of the women could all be placed in the mid-twenties. The tenth, who headed the twin-file, immediately behind the sheriff, was close to forty. But she emanated the beauty of full womanhood, while the others glowed with the mere skin-deep prettiness of girls.

	‘Wexler!’ one of the women exclaimed abruptly; angrily.

	All the women halted, turning to look. They saw one of their number glaring at the bald-headed man, her green eyes ablaze with hatred. Wexler was halfway across the gap towards the hitching rail. He had stopped, too, and he turned to grin at the woman who called his name. His long teeth were stained brown from chewing tobacco.

	‘Wondered if you’d remember me, Darlene,’ he said with strong arrogance. ‘Tyson Troupe getting hustled outta town again?’

	‘Darlene!’ the eldest woman snapped. ‘Dignity!’

	‘But, Miss Tyson,’ Darlene wailed. ‘He’s the one cut off all my hair that time in Abilene.’

	Miss Tyson stamped her heel loudly on the boarding, which silenced the shocked exchanges of conversation among the women. ‘We have enough trouble at the present time, and there will be more in the future, no doubt! We can quite do without raking over the past.’

	‘It grew back real pretty, Darlene,’ Wexler taunted.

	‘Is there a rest room where we may wait, Sheriff?’ Miss Tyson asked.

	‘Use the office, Virgil?’ Rand said to the telegraph operator.

	The youngster became flushed with embarrassment when ten pairs of female eyes swung towards him. He nodded dumbly, and almost tripped over his own feet in reaching the office doorway. Then he had to search all his pockets before he could find the right key to turn the lock. Wexler moved on to his horse, laughing softly at a private joke. He unhooked one of the two canteens from the saddlehorn, and sucked the warm water thirstily and noisily from the neck. Then he drew the Winchester rifle from the boot and took a handful of shells from a saddlebag. He loaded the rifle with deliberate slowness. The train whistle wailed at intervals, the sound having less distance to travel through the hot air at each pull of the cord.

	‘This ain’t something I’m enjoying doing, ma’am,’ Rand said, when all the women had been shepherded into the office and Miss Tyson had taken up an arms-akimbo sentry position in the doorway. Behind her, the office was small and had only four chairs. All the women remained standing, holding on to their bags and trying not to sweat.

	‘You have to do your duty, Sheriff,’ Miss Tyson said frostily. ‘It is not a new experience for the girls and myself to be asked to leave a town through no fault of our own.’

	‘I’m sure sorry to see you go,’ Virgil blurted out. ‘Reckon lots of folks in Plainsville are.’

	‘It’s the twelve on the committee that matter in this instance,’ Miss Tyson reminded.

	Virgil shuffled his feet. ‘All so old they’ve forgot what it’s like to have fun.’

	‘I’m older than most of them,’ Rand said. ‘And I ain’t forgot how watching some high-stepping girls up on a stage can set the blood pounding.’

	A great deal of Miss Tyson’s coolness disappeared as she flashed a smile. ‘I noticed how you kept reminding yourself, Sheriff. You were in every night, weren’t you?’

	Rand grinned foolishly through his beard.

	After that, neither of the men seemed to know what to say, and were uncomfortable in their silence. The woman was perfectly at ease. The clock above her head whirred at the quarter—after-nine point. A few moments later the railroad tracks began to hum with the vibration of the approaching train. Then the whistle gave a shrill announcement and the thunder of the locomotive kept silence at bay, the sound building by the moment. Brake shoes screeched against racing wheels and the piston rhythm slowed.

	‘Ready, ladies?’ Miss Tyson asked over her shoulder.

	Virgil glanced along the platform and saw Wexler in the process of loading the Winchester. He considered his impression of the man for a few moments, allying it with the contents of the two telegraphs. Then he said: ‘Sheriff—’

	‘Not now, son,’ the lawman urged as the big locomotive hauled its five cars into the depot and Miss Tyson beckoned her troupe out of the office. He was as worried as his ancient face showed, for he knew that if there was to be trouble, it would happen at the train. The word of the Plainsville Citizens’ Committee was law in town, so he had been certain the local population would accept the departure of the women quietly. But if the train were to be crowded with men of a certain type, the sight of so many good looking women displaying such an over-abundance of uncovered flesh … well, Rand had mused anxiously, it could lead to a riot. But all he could do to counteract this danger, was to hustle the women aboard and get the train rolling as quickly as possible.

	‘Hey, will you look here, Clyde!’ the fireman yelled in delight, when he spotted the red-clad women through the clouds of hissing steam.

	The engineer slammed on the brakes to judder the train to a halt. ‘Holy Moses, scarlet women!’ he exclaimed, mopping at his oily face with a rag. ‘You wanna drive, Herby? I’ll ride back in the cars.’

	‘Hurry along, ladies,’ Rand urged. ‘Let’s get the train rolling.’

	His words were lost amid the happy shouts, and gleeful exclamations of men who leaned from windows all along the train, grinning, and waving hats and neckerchiefs at the women. But with the cool poise of long experience, Miss Tyson issued instructions and her troupe followed them. So that, as soon as the colored conductor had unfolded the steps, the new passengers began to climb calmly aboard.

	‘Ain’t no rush, ladies!’ the engineer called down from the footplate. ‘These iron horses need watering same as the old—fashioned kind.’

	But neither he nor the fireman seemed anxious to make the connection with the water tower on the far side of the track.

	‘You reckon these new-fashion gals need the same as what the old-fashioned kind did, Clyde?’ the fireman asked, chortling.

	Clyde burst into laughter, then gave a blast on the whistle to emphasize his delight.

	‘We got a saying about men with big mouths!’ Darlene flung up at the footplate. ‘Means they got to be small someplace else.’

	‘Darlene!’ Miss Tyson shrieked. ‘Dignity!’

	She gave the miscreant an unladylike shove up the steps.

	The male passengers gave a raucous cheer as Darlene’s sudden turn of speed displayed a froth of white lace, with a black—booted ankle showing through.

	‘Get that water into the tanks!’ Rand yelled, red-faced and angry.

	The last woman was urged aboard and the firm-mouthed, hard-eyed Miss Tyson presented a tacit threat against further ribald remarks from the locomotive. But the crew continued to grin as they set about the chore of uncapping the tank, and swinging out the feeder hose to pipe water into the boiler.

	Virgil looked regretfully away from the car entrance through which Miss Tyson disappeared, and became anxious again when he saw that Wexler had also gone from sight. Wexler and his horse. He could have gone through the gap
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