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	Blood stains the snows in the winter backwoods of Montana: fresh from a bank robbery, the Jacob ten Eyck Gang have seized the tiny religious township of Hope, brutally raping the women and massacring any men who fight back. Then a smallpox outbreak strikes and man of medicine Jubal Cade brings them through—only to turn ruthless avenging angel on the ten Eyck Gang. And the bounty road lies drenched in blood for all those who cross the deadly doctor...
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Chapter One

	TOBE EVANS LOOKED up at the sky and slapped his mittened hands together. The damp wool made a soggy dapping sound that got lost in the sudden whoosh of snow tumbling clear from a pine-tree. Tobe’s breath misted the air around his weatherbeaten face and when he sucked a good, deep lungful in, it prickled his throat and chest. He hiked his muffler up over nose and mouth and settled the beaver cap tighter over his gray hair. He hadn’t been outside longer than a few minutes, but he could already feel ice crystals forming in his sideburns and mustache.

	It was goddam cold and the best remedy for that was whiskey. Tobe slapped his hands some more, stamped his feet a bit, and set off down the street in the direction of Mort’s saloon.

	Kempton was quiet under the lowering gray-yellow sky. It was like a town holding its breath, waiting for the next onslaught of winter. And that, Tobe reckoned, wouldn’t be long in coming. There was a whole lot more snow up there, just waiting to fall. A man who had lived in the Montana mountains as long as Tobe could taste it in the air. It would be a long, hard winter.

	Already the dirt of Main Street had been churned up by the Fall rains, then frozen into ruts and ankle-twisting runnels by the early frosts. After that had come the first snow. Three days of snow. Then a clear, bright spell that set a mantle of ice over the town. There were icicles hanging like transparent daggers from the eaves of the timber houses, sheening frost over the windows. A pall of pale smoke hung over Kempton, thrown up from every chimney and stovepipe in the place. The street was empty. Sensible folks were either stoking up on internal warmth in Mort’s saloon, or thawing out round their own home-fires.

	If Tobe hadn’t rowed with his wife he would have been settled comfortably in front of the big stone hearth built into the north side of his cabin. He’d have been roasting his feet up close to the flames and sipping a mug of home brew. Maybe working on a piece of harness. Mostly just feeling comfortable and warm and safe.

	That was about all a man could do when the bad winters set in. And this looked to be a really bad one.

	But the argument had happened and Mabel had told him what he could do if he didn’t like her cooking. So Tobe had done it and left Mabel to clean up the mess from the west wall and the floor while he went off to Mort’s place to get something else to eat and toss a few down with the boys he knew would be clustered round the pine plank bar.

	But shit! It was cold.

	Tobe was dressed up in his winter regulars. He had a set of long johns in warm, red flannel under a heavy cotton shirt and broadcloth pants. There was a heavy wool sweater over the shirt and his pants were tucked down inside fur-lined boots of otter pelt, watertight and warm. He wore a check mackinaw with the collar turned up over the muffler so that most of his head was covered by jacket, scarf and cap. And he was still cold. His pistol was belted around his waist under the mackinaw, but the five-pointed star was pinned to the outside of the jacket, just over his heart, so that strangers would know him for the peace officer of Kempton.

	He had been sheriff for nine years, ever since the trading post that was now Harry Tyler’s drygoods store spawned houses and people came in and set up home. Why anyone should want to bring women and children to the high peaks of the Bitterroots range, Tobe never had rightly understood. It was high mountain country, good for trapping and hunting. Even good for cows if a man could find cattle hands willing to sit out the Winters and fight off Sioux and Blackfeet. But women, no. It wasn’t a country for women, except maybe in summer when the flowers blossomed and the high meadows got that lush green color that seemed to shine out from the hills. Tobe would never have married himself, not unless he found a cushy job and fancied the idea of a cook and housekeeper and bed-warmer. Mabel had filled the bill. Mabel Harknett she had been, then. A widow woman, whose husband got killed trading with the Crow. Tobe had found him up in a stand of lodgepole pine. There were five arrows in his body and his scalp was gone. So were most of his trade goods. The three muskets that fouled his dealings were beside him. Two had burst breechblocks with blood on the ruptured metal. The third was across his legs. The muzzle was exploded and most of the discharge looked to have gone into Amos’s stomach. Tobe had loaded the body on to his packhorse and taken it back to the widow. Mabel had been almost pretty then, and Tobe had taken to her. Even mountain men settle down sometime. He had courted her for three months. Then they got married by a traveling preacher stranded in Kempton for the Winter. They had three good years before Mabel began to complain. Tobe stayed adamant: he wasn’t going anywhere. Not East, or even South to California. He was used to Montana, and at fifty-two, he was making a better living as sheriff than he would working for someone else.

	Anyway, he liked Kempton.

	There was no particular reason, nor could Tobe have said why if anyone ever bothered to ask him. It was just a feeling, a sense of belonging. A lonely man in a lonely land.

	It wasn’t much of a town, Kempton. One street that was baked dirt in Summer, mud in the Spring, hard mud in Fall, and ice or deep snow in Winter. There was Mort’s saloon, an eating house built off the single-story cabin that was run by Mort’s wife, Tyler’s store, a stable, a few other stores and a bank. The bank was open only part of the year. In early Spring Joseph Hodge rode up in a wagon from Missoula and opened up to finance the ranches that were branding calves and getting over the Winter. In the Summer, when the cows were fattening on the lush grass of the high meadows, he went back to civilization. Then, in the Fall, he came back to arrange the finances of the returning drovers, heading back from the cattle markets farther south. This year he had left it late and got caught by the early start of the Winter. The south-bound trails were blocked off by snowfall and swollen creeks; Hodge was waiting an opportune time to leave.

	There was a small timber mill cutting pine from the upper slopes, but that was closed down and laid off its hands when the bad snows set in.

	In Winter, Kempton was about as close to a ghost town as any place with living people in it can come.

	Tobe Evans stepped up from the street on to the swept boardwalk of Mort’s saloon. The windows flanking the door were crusted over with ice, and Mort had swung the big wood doors into place across the batwings. Tobe paused in front of them and turned his face down wind. He spat a long, thick stream of tobacco juice on to the snow. It sizzled for a moment, melting a half-inch patch from the edge of an old wagon rut. Somewhere kids were shouting, yelling as they hurled snowballs at one another. Tobe grinned: he liked kids.

	He liked whiskey even more, so he dragged the storm door back on the left side and went in through the batwings, swinging the heavier wood closed behind him. Inside, the saloon was warm and easy and tempting. Tobe went up to the bar and called for a drink. Mort slid a bottle down and followed it with a fresh-polished glass. He was a good bartender: he didn’t ask questions of his customers; just served them and let them do the talking.

	Tobe poured a healthy measure and took one first, appreciative sip. That wiped the frost clear of his throat, so he took a second to warm his stomach. That heated him up some, so he took a third to sustain the warmth. Then he swung round and settled his elbows on the bar while he studied the other customers.

	Tyler and Hodge were deep in conversation with Jonas Powell, who had a hill ranch some ten miles outside of Kempton. There were five of Powell’s hands playing cards down the end of the saloon. Tobe recognized three storekeepers who should have been home with their wives and exchanged smiles. Rosie Dupree was perched on the knee of a cowboy Tobe never had known. She was pulling his ear and whispering words the cowhand was happy to hear. Tobe guessed he came from the Powell spread, and pretty soon would take Rosie to bed. He turned back to his bottle and poured another, confident that all was well. He drank it down and reached for another, thinking what the hell, Mabel can wait.

	The comfortable feeling was broken by the roar of blasting powder and the shrill clatter of ice breaking loose off the frontage.

	Tobe ran out into the street, spilling whiskey from his mouth as he fumbled inside his coat, laying to drag the Colt loose.

	There was a big black cloud gusting out from the front of Joseph Hodge’s bank. There were two men in heavy buffalo coats pointing carbines into the street. There were five horses hitched to the rail fronting the bank.

	Tobe fumbled his Peacemaker clear of the mackinaw and started up the street.

	It was hard going. The main drag was slippery, iced over. The boardwalks – where they existed – were alternately clean or filled with snow tramped into slush. Walking was difficult.

	There was a second explosion. Duller than the first, coming from inside the bank. Then three shots.

	Tobe paused. Looked back.

	Two cowboys had followed him down the sidewalk; everyone else was hanging back around the entrance to the saloon.

	Tobe wet his lips and cocked his Colt. He felt nervous. He had killed three men in pursuit of his duty. Two had been drunken cowhands too fazed by liquor to shoot straight. The third had been a genuine outlaw Tobe had shot down with a Winchester at three hundred paces. The outlaw had been firing a Colt Dragoon.

	Tobe turned back to check his supporters.

	The cowboys were still there. Tobe hollered for more support.

	Mort came out with his sawed-off in his hands, and three more cowboys followed him. Tyler and Hodge and Powell stayed safe inside the saloon. Tobe checked his forces: five men armed with pistols and one with a scattergun.

	He led the way up the street.

	Inside the bank Jacob ten Eyck was laughing.

	It was the easiest hit he had made in a long career of outlawry. No guards, no clerks, no opposition. Just ride in to this nowhere town and blow the door open. Then blow the front off the safe and take the money.

	Easy.

	Easy and nice. A tidy cache for the winter, when the stages stopped running and pickings got hard. Kempton was a gift. Hit fast and run for the hills. Hole up some place and spend the money in the Spring. A sound plan.

	Word had come in to Missoula in the late Summer, when Jacob and his gang had been riding out the consequences of hitting the Wyoming stage route. The pickings had been poor and the bulk of the money got spent on horses and ammunition and tying up tongues. They needed a grub stake to tide them over the Winter months. Kempton offered the prize.

	Winter was closing down early; the stage roads were blocked off. That left a whole lot of money waiting up in the hills for someone to take it away. And Jacob ten Eyck saw no reason why he shouldn’t be the man to do it.

	He had four good old boys with him. His brother, Pieter ten Eyck; Jimmy Schwatz; Hiram Bender; Jeb Greenhaugh. They were all descended from early immigrant families, Dutch or German or Flemish. And they all had one thing in common: a desire to make money. That was mostly denied them back East where European labor was cheap and looked down on. Americans owned the big holdings and exploited anyone who couldn’t speak with a Boston accent. So Jacob had gone west and found a new way to make money. A way that let him vent his hate while he took the dollars from the corpses of the Yankee victims of his raids.

	Kempton sounded like the ideal place to hit.

	After the Fall round-up the town carried close on thirty thousand dollars in notes and coin in the bank. There was one clerk handling the entire transaction. And one lawman, old and creaky, to guard the takings. The snow coming early was a blessing: Jacob took his men up through the hills and waited for the place to get snowed in.

	Then he went in.

	Pieter blew the door and the safe. Jimmy and Hiram watched the street. Jeb and Pieter and Jacob loaded the money into sacks.

	Then the posse showed up.

	Jimmy was carrying a single-barrel Meteor with the metal cut down to around eight inches. Hiram Bender had a Colt Cavalry model in his hand.

	Jimmy fired when he saw the posse coining up the street. His first blast killed two cowboys and blinded Tobe Evans in the left eye. Hiram fired three times before Mort’s shotgun sent him into cover. Then Jacob and Pieter and Jeb came out from the bank with sacks on their shoulders and the real fight began.

	There were four bodies sprawled on the snow. The blood spilling from the wounds melted the crusted rims of the wagon tracks so that the edges got brown and soft and slushed into the runnels.

	The outlaws huddled together and set up a concentrated fire down the street.

	Tobe Evans got worried.

	He watched the cowboys fall dead and then saw the others move back. He thought about letting the raiders go, then decided he had to live up to the promise of his badge. He glanced round. Mort was still with him, so was the ramrod of Powell’s spread and one other cowhand.

	He moved up the street, twitching his head to clear his vision of the blood filling his left eye.

	Something hit him in the chest and he tasted blood in his mouth. He spat it out and leveled his Colt on the group in front of the bank. Three handguns sparked flame. Tobe felt his ribs cave in and fell sideways. He saw one raider go over before his sight clogged up with snow and blood. Then there was only the thunder of the guns and the screams of the wounded. And the tired pain that filled his body up with aching and made it hard for him to breathe.

	There were three bullets in Tobe Evans’s body. One had shattered his hip on the left side. Another had broken two ribs and punctured the sac of his belly. The third had gone through his right lung. He felt tired and hurt and old. It was lonely on the snow.

	He saw Mort go down with most of his face blown away, then a cowboy fall.

	Then there was the sound of horses on packed snow, a few more shots. And silence.

	After a while Tobe eased his face up clear of the road and tried to stand up. He got partway on to his knees before he fell down and by then Mabel was running wild towards him. He could hear her wailing all the length of the street. He chuckled: it was the first time she’d ever sounded concerned for his welfare, and now it was too late. When she picked him up from the snow and cradled his head in her arms he coughed a long trail of blood over her skirts. Mabel winced. Tobe chuckled. Then he coughed and died.

	He was not alone.

	Seven cowboys were sprawled across the street. Mort was with them, his shotgun still clutched tight in his hands and five holes in his face and chest. Hiram Bender was down on his knees trying to load a Colt Frontier model with a broken hand. He was bleeding from his left side and his stomach. There were tears on his face that threatened to freeze over before they reached his chin.

	Mabel Evans stood up, letting the corpse of her second husband fall down into the blood that puddled beneath the body. She held Tobe’s revolver in both her hands. She walked towards Hiram Bender. She walked slowly because the snow was deep and she wore thin bootees. But she didn’t notice the cold numbing her feet. She was conscious only of the cold numbing her soul.

	Hiram was still fumbling cartridges into the pistol when he sensed the shadow above him. He looked up. Opened his mouth to scream.

	Mabel thrust the big Colt out in front. She held it in both hands, her fingers thin enough to go inside the trigger guard and take up the slack while she hauled the hammer back with both thumbs. She braced her legs wide apart and angled the gun down to point at Hiram’s face.

	Bender let the scream out.

	Mabel let the hammer fall.

	Flame blasted from the Colt’s muzzle. It flickered out and touched Hiram’s lips, cutting off his scream in a thunder of sound. The .45 caliber bullet went in through his parted lips and tore through the back of his neck. It ripped the rear of his mouth away and cut the bones of his upper spine loose from the skull. His head jerked back, dangling limp on the tendons and skin. A fountain of blood burst from his open mouth, spattering crimson over Mabel Evans’s dress. Then he slumped sideways and folded over on to the dirty snow.

	Mabel dropped the Colt and began to laugh.

	She was still laughing when the townsfolk dragged her away and wrapped her in warm blankets and forced whiskey down her throat. Three days later she was still laughing, and people were beginning to wonder if she hadn’t lost her mind.

	By then Jacob ten Eyck was up in the high mountains with his gang, leading them on to the hideout he had chosen.

	It was a settlement built along the valley of a river that cut down through the Bitterroots into Oregon. It was a lonely settlement, cut off by mountains and high-water rivers from anything else around. It was forty miles from Kempton and because it was a religious settlement, there were no guns allowed inside the town.

	It was called Hope.

	The ten Eyck Gang reached Hope six days after hitting Kempton. They were tired and hungry and mean. And Pieter ten Eyck was in the grip of a bad fever.

	They rode down through the banked snow towards the sprawl of cabins with Jacob holding his brother upright in the saddle and wiping the snot from his running nose. The younger man was shaking and sweating, near incoherent. Jacob held him straight and sent Jimmy Schwatz and Jeb Greenhaugh in first while he waited with his brother on the outskirts.

	Ten minutes later Greenhaugh beckoned them on in. Ten Eyck heeled his horse to a snow-swirling canter that took him past the name-post sticking up from the snow on the eastern edge of the town.

	He grinned as he read the name, turning in his saddle to smile at his brother.

	‘Hope,’ he said, ‘that’s what they call it. They better abandon that, now we’ve entered.’



	
Chapter Two

	JUBAL CADE RODE into Kempton with a wild blue norther blasting ice through his bones.

	He was wrapped up inside a buffalo coat that kept most of the wind out, but the scarf holding his gray derby on his fresh-cut black hair let too much ice in around his ears and neck. He was shivering and anxious to find somewhere to get a hot meal and a drink before his insides froze.

	Kempton didn’t look like the place.

	It was dark and quiet. The wind played tunes through the icicles decorating the houses, the whistling sound counterpointed by the sharp ringing of steel-shod hooves on steely ice. Halfway down the street Jubal saw a sign that went partway to announcing a stable. Most of it was covered over with snow, but the odd letters still exposed and the outline of the barn, told him it was what he wanted. He turned the gray stallion out of the wind and climbed down from the saddle.

	Hammering on the doors brought no response, so he kicked them. There was still no answer from inside. He tried the catch. It was partially frozen, but it lifted when he hammered it with the butt of his Colt. The frame gave in with a tired sigh that sharded ice down from the upper parts of the lintel, and Jubal stepped inside. He eased a crossbar clear of the main doors and kicked them open. Then he led his horse in and closed the doors again.

	Most of the stable was empty. There were five horses in the stalls running down both sides of the barn; nine other stalls were strawed and ready and devoid of tenants. He settled the gray inside the nearest stall and pulled the saddle clear of the shivering flanks. Then he rubbed the animal down and spread a blanket over its back. He forked hay into the wall-bucket and filled the water trough from the barrel at the far end of the barn.

	When he was sure the horse was settled in, he took the Spencer rifle from the saddle bucket and a well-worn valise from its fastenings on the saddle and went out into the wind.

	Outside it was colder than ever. The norther was getting up and testing the land. Snow came down the street in a thick swirl that hid the lights behind a curtain of flickering white. Jubal could feel his coat press tight against his back, and he had to feel down the frontages of the town like a blind man fumbling his way through a white mist that denied vision or sure footing. It brought back memories he preferred to forget, so he concentrated on making his way towards the welcoming light of the saloon.

	He could pick that out from the white haze by the warm yellow glow and the creaking, slapping sound of the sign outside. It hung on loops of beaten metal, rusted by rain and slickened by ice. The wind
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