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  Chapter One


  THE MAN ON the big gray horse reined
in, his eyes narrowed against the red glare of the setting sun. The
West Texas plain was flat and featureless, unbroken by landmarks
other than the tall saguaro and a low mesa far off to the north. He
reached inside his shirt pocket and pulled out a scrap of
sweat-dampened paper. Unfolded the scrap and stared for a moment at
the crudely drawn map. The lines denoting trails and townships had
run where the sheet was folded, blurring together, but he thought
that he was headed the right way.


  He shoved the map back in his shirt
and turned in the saddle to haul a spy-glass from a leather case
stitched into the saddlebag. Extending the telescope to its full
length, he set it to his right eye and scanned the terrain ahead.
The shadows thrown out by the sun were deceptive, but over to the
west he thought he picked out the solid bulk of a small town. He
grunted appreciatively and stowed the spy-glass back in its case.
Then heeled the gray to a weary canter, heading west.


  As he drew closer the town showed more
clearly. Lights twinkled in the gathering dusk, and the evening
breeze carried the faint tinkling of a tuneless piano. The man
smiled without showing any humor, studying the place with casual
professionalism. Like a soldier surveying a possible
battleground.


  Santa Clara wasn’t much to look at. A
trail came in from the east and went out to the west, in the
direction of the Rio Grande. Buildings flanked the trail, mostly
wooden but with a scattering of adobe. The adobe was mainly located
on the west side, the Rio Grande side, and the buildings were low
and square with little dried-out gardens and rickety pens where
goats and pigs and chickens rooted in the arid soil. The wooden
structures were only slightly better, few standing higher than a
single story, and all scoured by the wind and the sun. A windmill
pumped water into a catchment tank at the eastern end of the street
and there was a corral built out from a stable close to the
skeletal lines of the tower. Beyond that there was a scattering of
houses, a few stores, a bank, a sheriff’s office, and a saloon. The
sheriff’s office had a wooden front and brick-built rear. A single,
barred, window showed at the back.


  The man halted by the water trough
outside the corral and let his horse drink for a while as he
studied the empty street. Then he took the animal at a slow trot
around the town. It didn’t take him long. After that he rode down
the center of Main Street.


  When he reached the sheriff’s office
he halted. There was a light showing through the dust and dead
flies coating the windows so he dismounted, hitching the gray to
the rail outside.


  He pushed his dusty jacket back over
the butt of the Colt .45 holstered on his right hip and pushed
through the doors.


  Sheriff Ben Levy looked up as the man came in and
appraised him instantly as a gunfighter. He was tall, over six feet, and
wearing a suit that was expensive-looking even under its coating of
yellow dust. He wore heavy Mexican-style spurs, but Levy noticed
that the rowels were oiled enough that the revolving stars made no
sound as he walked. Which was very quietly for so large a man. His
gun belt, too, was oiled, far cleaner than his clothes or his face.
Levy took in the face last: he didn’t enjoy looking people in the
eye.


  The man was around forty years old,
gray showing through the heavy swathe of dark mustache and along
the temples, where a thatch of black hair was brushed back from a
wide forehead. About Levy’s own age, but with none of the softness
that showed around the peace officer’s jaw and belly. Instead, this
man looked lean and hard and dangerous.


  Levy emptied the glass he was holding
and thought twice about pouring another drink. Instead he climbed
to his feet, hitching his thumbs into the belt supporting his own
pistol, a Remington Cavalry model in .44 caliber.


  ‘Looking for someone.’ The man’s voice was harsh; not from
the dust. ‘Thought he might be here.’


  ‘He wanted?’ Thoughts of reward flashed temptingly through
the lawman’s mind. ‘How much’s he worth?’


  ‘Not by the law. It’s a private thing.’ The man sat down,
producing a worn pipe that he filled with slow deliberation. ‘I was
hired by a feller back East. Got a personal quarrel.’


  He struck a match against Levy’s desk,
sucking the flame down into the bowl of the pipe. Smoke curled
around his eyes, the colors matching, but he didn’t blink. Just
kept on staring at Levy. The peace officer began to feel
uncomfortable.


  ‘I run a quiet town, mister. I don’t aim to buy no
trouble.’ He fell back on bluster. ‘Who are you,
anyway?’


  ‘Name’s Diamond. John Diamond.’ The man flicked the spent
match across the room. ‘I don’t aim to make no trouble. Just want
to know if this feller’s in Santa Clara.’


  ‘Then what?’ Levy began to wonder if he might somehow buy
into the deal. ‘You reckon to take him back East?’


  ‘The hell!’ Diamond’s lip curled. ‘I ain’t riding back to
St. Louis with no prisoner. I reckon to kill him.’


  Levy swallowed hard and decided he
wanted that other drink. Reluctantly he offered the bounty hunter a
glass. Diamond accepted, still fixing his cold, gray stare on the
nervous sheriff.


  ‘Like I said,’ Levy repeated, ‘this is a quiet town. I
don’t want no bounty killing here. Get one, you get ’em all. Word
goes out an’ then every two-bit gunhawk this side of El Paso comes
ridin’ in to make a reputation.’


  ‘An’ you ain’t keen on working fer your living,’ grunted
Diamond. ‘How’d you feel about a bonus? Enough to finance a trip to
El Paso? Get yoreself some fun.’


  ‘How much?’ Levy topped his glass, pushing the bottle over
to the tall man. ‘What you want me to do?’


  ‘Hundred dollars,’ said Diamond slowly. ‘You point me the
right way, then turn your back.’


  Levy licked his lips, thinking hard. A
hundred dollars was more than he could make in a month, and it
didn’t sound as if he’d need to do much to earn it. Just shut his
eyes on a killing. He liked the idea.


  ‘All right,’ he nodded. ‘I’ll do it.’


  ‘Thought you might,’ said Diamond. ‘Now let’s see if you
can.’


  He put his glass down on the desk and
reached inside his jacket, unfolding a sheet of paper on which
there was neat handwriting, precise, the letters set close
together. He began to read a description.


  ‘Man I want is kinda short. Five feet six, or thereabouts.
Black hair an’ brown eyes.’ He touched the bridge of his nose. ‘Got
a scar just there. Front teeth are broken, too. Favors a fancy
suit. Gray, with a watch chain. Gray derby, like a drummer’s.
Carries a black medical bag an’ a Spencer .30. Carbine to rifle
conversion.’


  ‘He’s here!’ Levy’s watery blue eyes got lit up and his
hand came out with the palm upwards, ready for the money. ‘Name’s
Cade. Jubal Cade.’


  Diamond ignored the outthrust hand and
poured himself a fresh drink. Levy got confused and said, ‘He’s
been here about a week. Says he’s a doctor. Must be, I guess, on
account he fixed up a few people. Seems to know what he’s
doin’.’


  ‘That’s him.’ Diamond folded the paper back into his pocket
and passed two ten dollar bills over. ‘That’s on account. You get
the rest after. I’ll want a paper, too. Your official word he’s
dead.’


  ‘Hell! You never mentioned that,’ complained the lawman.
‘That’s gonna tie me in with it.’


  Diamond drew slowly on his pipe and
riffled a wad of bills casually with his thumb. The notes made a
crisp, rustling sound in the quiet office. Somewhere out on the
plain a coyote howled. Levy shrugged and nodded.


  ‘All right. You get yore paper.’


  ‘Thanks,’ grunted Diamond, not meaning it. ‘Where is
he?’


  ‘Ain’t but the one place in Santa Clara,’ said Levy.
‘The Western
Pride. They
got rooms an’ an eatery. He’s stayin’ there.’


  ‘Fine,’ said Diamond. ‘Now I’m going up the street to bed
my horse down an’ then I’m booking into the saloon. I want to take
a look at him before I do anything, so you don’t know me.
Right?’


  ‘Right.’ Levy was emphatic. ‘When you gonna take
him?’


  ‘Tomorrow, I reckon,’ answered the bounty hunter. ‘I’ll
pick the time an’ place. After, you just sign that paper an’
collect your money. Then I ride away.’


  He climbed to his feet and paced over
to the door. He paused a moment, knocking his pipe clear against
the frame. The ash spilled over the floor and he ground it
carefully into the wood.


  ‘Don’t go mentioning our deal to anyone,
Sheriff.’


  Levy began to say he wouldn’t, but the
door swung shut on his words. Instead, he poured another drink and
settled back behind his desk thinking about money.


  John Diamond unhitched his pony and walked the animal up
the street. The stores were mostly closed now, but the
Western
Pride was
filling up, the sound of the piano drowned out under a babble of
voices and the clinking of bottles.


  He handed the gray over to an ostler,
paying out two dollars for a stall and a rub-down. Then, his
saddlebags slung over his shoulder and a Winchester carbine
balanced in the crook of his right arm, he walked back to the
saloon.


  Inside, the place was lit bright by
kerosene lanterns, a thickening pall of smoke gathering under the
low ceiling. Halfway down the room a flight of stairs faced the
bar, the steps covered with a worn strip of carpet. A huge painting
of a naked woman stretched provocatively over a rumpled bed
dominated the wall behind the bar, flanked on either side by
shelves of bottles and rows of glasses. The drinkers were mostly
cowhands and townsfolk, a trio of raddled-looking women in grubby
dresses laughing at jokes that weren’t very funny and the clutching
hands of the customers.


  Diamond went up to the bar and ordered
a whiskey. He drank it slowly, checking the room: there was no sign
of Jubal.


  When he was finished he asked about a
room and collected the key from the barkeep. It was small,
furnished with the bare minimum of necessaries. There was a bed and
a washstand; a single chair and a pair of hooks, one on the door,
the other on the wall. Diamond slid the window open and checked
outside. The room was at the side, looking down on a narrow alley
that was dark now full night had come down. He closed the window
and listened at each side wall in turn. The neighboring rooms were
quiet, though farther up the corridor he could hear a bed creaking
and a woman moaning feigned pleasure.


  He stripped off his clothes and beat
the dust from the material, mouth curving in distaste. When he was
satisfied, he washed his hands and face, then cleared the stand and
pulled the chair up close.


  Opening his saddlebags, he got out an
oilskin pouch containing cloths and cotton wadding and a bottle of
oil, and began to clean his guns.


  Working with unhurried efficiency he
levered the Winchester empty and cleaned the saddle gun. After
reloading he set the carbine down gently on the bed and picked up
his gun belt. He drew the Colt from the holster and wiped the rig
clean of dust. Using a square of cloth and a small slab of wax he
greased the inside of the holster until the leather gleamed,
slippery and smooth. Then he ejected the shells from the Colt and
began to clean that. It was a standard Colt’s Frontier model, the
metalwork bluish and the grips of plain hickory wood. The
foresight, however, had been filed away so that the five and a half
inch barrel was smooth, devoid of snags. The trigger and hammer,
too, were modified. Wire held the trigger back against the guard
and the hammer spur was shorter than normal and set lower
down.


  Diamond cleaned the pistol and
dry-fired several times. There was no need to pull on the trigger,
the action working as he settled his thumb against the lowered
hammer spur. When he was satisfied, he reloaded on five chambers
and slid the revolver back inside the holster. Then he got dressed
and buckled the rig about his waist, tying the holster thongs
around his thigh. He locked his room and walked casually down the
stairs.


  The saloon was crowded now, four more girls joining the
trio he had seen earlier and a group of Mexicans filling out one
end of the long room. He pushed through to a door marked
Eats
and sat down at an
empty table.


  There were only three people still
eating, and none of them answered his description of Jubal. A
skinny woman with a tired, irritable face and a bun of
straw-colored hair brought him a pot of coffee and a plate of
biscuits, followed by a greasy stew that tasted like someone had
sold her a goat. He ate calmly, barely aware of the poor quality,
thinking about his next move.


  When he was finished he settled his
bill and went back to the main room.


  The bartender brought him a bottle and
a glass and he leant against the counter, sipping whiskey and
studying the room with casual interest. It was easy to spot Jubal
despite the crowd. Only a few men were wearing suits, and only one
was gray. Surer identification still was the matching derby pushed
back on close-cropped hair. Professionally, Diamond noticed that
his quarry was wearing a Colt belted on his waist, but so far as he
could tell there was no other weapon. He was vaguely surprised at
Jubal’s appearance. The man originally described to him had sounded
like a hardened killer, but the man he was watching appeared
unassuming, almost insignificant. His face, relaxed as he spoke
with his partners in the card game, was youthful, open and frank as
he grinned to expose the broken front teeth. He looked like a
drummer, or a small town doctor, only the faint tracery of scar
tissue across his nose and the wrinkles about the corners of his
brown eyes suggesting anything else.


  Diamond seldom bothered with cards,
but he knew enough about the game to recognize that Jubal was
winning. The coins at his elbow were piled higher than the other
players’ stakes and he handled the cards with cool efficiency.
Diamond noticed that he left the whiskey glass beside the coins
untouched, although a half-empty bottle stood on the table. His
hands were calloused, but clean, the fingers surprisingly delicate
and sure in their movements. At first sight he seemed small, built
slim and slight, but Diamond saw that the impression was deceptive.
Solid muscle filled out his shoulders and when he reached to scoop
in his winnings his wrists were wiry and corded.


  The bounty hunter stayed at the bar
for over an hour, building a gradual, careful impression of the man
he had come to kill. He decided that it might not be easy: his
experience told him that Jubal’s mild-mannered exterior could hide
surprising strength.


  He waited until the poker session was
ended, noting that only then did Jubal empty his glass. When the
smaller man made his way to the stairs, Diamond followed. He
fumbled with his own key until Jubal had gone into the room and
wondered for a while if he should make the kill then. Best not, he
decided. It would be easier handling Levy if the thing was done out
in the open, in front of witnesses. If Cade possessed the kind of
temper described by the man in St. Louis, it wouldn’t be hard to
provoke him into fighting. And then John Diamond was confident of
winning.


  He locked his door and climbed into
bed. He went to sleep thinking about the two thousand dollars
bounty.


  Morning dawned chilly, with a mist rising off the flatlands
that took a long time to disperse. Winter was getting closer, and
before the cold weather hit the plains Diamond wanted to be back in
St. Louis, or maybe Memphis, enjoying his bounty money. He ate
breakfast keeping surreptitious watch on Jubal, who was across the
room. Then he followed the gray-suited man into the deserted saloon
and went on outside. The air was warming up and Jubal showed no
sign of leaving the Western Pride, so Diamond settled into a rocker and lit his
pipe, waiting.


  It appeared that his target was
holding impromptu surgery, tending a straggle of cowhands and
townsfolk that dried up around noon. By then Diamond was getting
bored and the saloon was getting filled up with noonday
drinkers.


  He decided to make his
play.


  He tapped out his pipe and stowed it
carefully in his pocket, then he stood up and pushed through the
batwings. He went over to the bar and ordered a whiskey. About
twelve people were scattered through the room, mostly storekeepers.
Jubal was packing his gear inside a battered black valise. When he
was finished, he snapped the bag shut and came over to the bar.
Diamond emptied his glass and checked the room. Seven men were
seated at the tables, two more were lounging against the far wall,
and the remaining three were ranged along the counter.


  Diamond picked up his glass and
sauntered up to Jubal.


  The smaller man glanced at him without
curiosity and lit a cheroot. The barkeep came up to fill their
glasses. Diamond lifted his with his left hand, deliberately
jutting his elbow in Jubal’s direction. As Jubal raised his own
glass the bounty hunter leaned to the side, catching his elbow on
Jubal’s arm and letting his whiskey spill across the
woodwork.


  ‘Goddam it!’ Diamond made his harsh voice harsher still.
‘Whyn’t you watch your fuckin’ arm?’


  Jubal’s own glass was half emptied,
and he sensed the deliberation in the tall man’s movements.
Something about the man triggered faint bells of memory that
sounded a loud warning in his mind. He recalled the feeling of
being watched the previous night, then realized that the big man in
the black suit had been standing at the bar for most of the poker
session. Watching.


  ‘Easy, friend.’ He said it gently, moving back and round to
face Diamond. ‘I guess it was an accident.’


  ‘The hell!’ snarled Diamond. ‘Your hand’s that goddam
shaky, how come you got the nerve to doctor people?’


  Jubal recognized the staged argument
and set his glass down.


  ‘I’m not looking for trouble,’ he said evenly. ‘I don’t
even know who you are.’


  ‘I’m John Diamond,’ rasped the gunfighter, ‘an’ I don’t
take no piss from runty drunk doctors.’


  Anger flashed suddenly in Jubal’s
eyes. Staring at Diamond he saw a hired killer. Guessed the source
and the reason for the setup quarrel. And knew that he should stay
calm.


  It was difficult. He was tired of
running from professional guns. Tired of fighting men he didn’t
know who had only one reason to hunt him—the money offered for his
death.


  ‘Goddam it! You slimy little bastard!’ Diamond pushed the
makings together, sensing the tension and knowing that only a
little push was needed to get the thing fired up. ‘You ain’t fit to
doctor sick cows, leave alone people.’


  It was too difficult. He had learned
to take a lot since Mary was killed. Learned to ride with the
punches and told tight rein on his temper. Learned that the fury
never far from the surface could erupt out in raw violence that was
a direct opposite to his training as a doctor. But he had never
learned to take insults about his dead wife or his medical
skills.


  ‘Listen,’ he said, his own voice now harsh as Diamond’s. ‘I
can guess who sent you. Whatever he offered, it’s not worth it.
I’ll kill you if I have to.’


  ‘Kill me?’ Diamond raised his voice so that it carried
through the saloon. ‘You threatenin’ me?’


  Abruptly, sudden as a thunderstorm
breaking over the plains, the killing fury became apparent on
Jubal’s face. The skin stretched taut across his high cheekbones,
paling his tan so that the scar tissue on his nose stood out white.
His lips compressed under flaring nostrils, and his deep-set eyes
blazed.


  Diamond saw the moment had come and
stepped clear of the bar.


  ‘Best back that up,’ he snarled. ‘Else I’ll kick your ass
back to the goddam shit hole you crawled out of.’


  As he said it, he flipped his jacket
back over the butt of his Colt. The same movement dropped his hand
onto the grips, thumb snapping over the hammer as the pistol swung
clear. He felt cool and calm and confident. The whole sequence was
a play he had acted out many times. Jubal had threatened to kill
him in front of witnesses. The runty little doctor’s own coat was
pushed back past the gun on his hip and his right hand was close to
the holster. The action had gone fast enough that few people – if
any – would see that he had drawn first. And by the time he planted
the first slug in Cade’s belly the other man’s revolver would be
drawn. Nice and clean. Tidy. No argument and two thousand dollars
when he delivered Ben Levy’s paper back to St. Louis.


  But Jubal didn’t draw.


  Instead, he did the last thing Diamond
had expected.


  He knew what was coming. Knew, too,
that he was facing a professional gunfighter. Knew that it was
unlikely he could beat Diamond to the draw.


  So he didn’t try.


  Instead, he powered forwards,
cannoning into the big man’s chest with both hands reaching out and
down to grasp the lifting wrist. His hands closed like a trap as
his body swung clear of the muzzle and his sudden rush hurled the
gunman off balance.


  Diamond’s Colt blasted once, the
bullet ploughing splinters from the doorframe. He tried the hammer
a second time, but Jubal’s hands were fisted tight, close down
against the base of his hand so his thumb was pinned back,
restricted. And then he was swung round as Jubal pivoted, using
Diamond’s own height to advantage. He bent at the knees, swinging
his shoulder so that it tucked in under the taller man’s shoulder,
dragging the extended arm out and down as he came
upright.


  Diamond’s first instinct was to haul
back against the pull, but then he realized his arm was liable to
get dislocated and leaned forwards instead. He tried to get his
left hand on Jubal’s throat, but by then he was swinging up and
over the axis of Jubal’s shoulder. He landed on his back, the
impact jarring a second shot from the slip hammer Colt. The bullet
flaked splinters from the bar, sending a startled man scrabbling
over the top in a welter of flying glass.


  The bounty hunter rolled, trying to
bring his gun round to bear on Jubal. The muzzle never lined on its
target because Jubal kicked out, driving the point of his boot
viciously against Diamond’s wrist. The killer bellowed in pain and
a third misplaced shot blasted into the ceiling. Someone in a room
above shouted, and there was the crash of a closing door, feet
pounding on the stairs. Jubal ignored the shouting, concentrating
on the big man down on the floor. The easiest thing – the most
sensible thing – would have been to draw and kill the bounty hunter
while he was still numbed by the kick. But some cold, vengeful part
of Jubal’s rage spoke against that. It was too easy: he wanted
Diamond to hurt before he died.


  That momentary indecision gave the
killer the chance to close with Jubal. The muscles of his right
hand were temporarily frozen, but he still held the advantage of
weight and reach. He rolled again, this time towards the smaller
man, and wrapped both arms about Jubal’s knees. He let go the Colt
and used his bulk to topple Jubal over, bringing him down on his
side. Diamond bunched both hands into fists and pounded a blow hard
into Jubal’s stomach.


  It was his second mistake. Before
traveling to England to pursue his medical studies, Jubal had been
raised in a Chicago orphanage. His small stature and wiry frame had
prompted larger kids to pick on him. Until he learned, through
rough experience, to handle himself, becoming a proficient
in-fighter with a repertoire of dirty tricks that had left most
opponents broken and bleeding.


  Now he tensed the muscles cording his
stomach and took Diamond’s punches with an indifference born of
fury. He swung his own fist against the bounty hunter’s temple and
at the same time drove both knees into the man’s chest. Breath
gusted from Diamond’s opened mouth and he groaned. Jubal rolled
clear, landing on his belly with both hands under him, palms spread
out on the floor. He pushed up, pile-driving his legs out straight
as he cleared the planks. His boot heels rammed into Diamond’s
midriff, doubling the older man like a folding jackknife. Jubal
twisted, powering over and round with his arms lifted high above
his head. He kept them bent, bringing his elbows down against the
killer’s side, the bony points smashing against the
ribcage.


  There was a barely audible crunching
sound, as though a rotten twig had snapped, and Diamond screamed as
he felt ribs break under the impact. He began to writhe, spittle
frothing on his lips as his breath became labored and the color
disappeared from his face.


  Jubal rose to his feet. His lower lip
was swollen and cut where a punch had landed, and a streak of blood
showed around his nostrils. He was breathing hard, his face still
contorted with rage, but he stood back as Diamond got up on his
knees, both arms wrapped over his stomach.


  ‘Go back.’ Jubal’s voice was cold. ‘Go back and tell him to
forget it.’


  ‘The hell I will!’ Diamond shook his head, gasping the
words through his pain. ‘I’m gonna take you, Cade.’


  He lurched to the side, groaning as
the effort twisted the jagged edges of his broken ribs. He landed
full length, right hand closing on the discarded gun. He rolled
onto his back, swinging the Colt up with his thumb snapping down
against the hammer.


  It was his last mistake.


  Jubal fisted his own Colt as he saw
Diamond’s arm coming up. His thumb dragged the hammer back as his
forefinger closed tight against the trigger. In the same swift
movement he turned sideways on so that Diamond’s shot whistled past
his belly, ricocheting off one of the lanterns to shatter glass at
the far end of the saloon. He let the hammer drop, feeling the
familiar kick of the .45 caliber slug as it detonated from the
barrel.


  The bullet hit Diamond high in the
chest, on the left side. It broke a rib and tore through his heart,
emerging just below the shoulder blade. A spreading crimson stain
erupted over the killer’s shirtfront, and from his back there
sprayed a thick spray of blood. The force of the impact flung him
backwards, throwing his arm up so that his last shot was spent
uselessly in the ceiling. Jubal fired again. This time the bullet
landed in Diamond’s stomach, ripping through the muscle to pierce
the belly sac
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