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With yelps of triumph, the two surviving Comanches appeared on opposite sides of the staggering figure as Savage burst from the trees.

	He was so dazed he was unaware that the riders had been able to accurately trace his progress through the woods.

	He waited for the bullets to hit, but the Comanches weren’t shooting. Instead they came charging down on him, screaming and brandishing their rifles, and an even more fearful thought than that of death hit him hard.

	They wanted to take him alive!

	And that would be worse than any death known to man.
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Chapter One – Welcome to Waco Flats

	 

	FIVE CIGAR-SMOKING women in Presbyterian missionary rig watched Savage ride into Waco Flats. They were dressed in full regalia and were lining the upstairs balcony of a seedy-looking place called The Cloister.

	But after a few catcalls and the odd whistle, Savage knew they were as much Christian as the Flats was a town. But to Clinton Dylan Savage, the scatter of tents and half-erected clapboard buildings was still a welcome sight at the end of his long ride from Black Mesa Jail.

	Savage was so different from the usual run of cowboy finding his way to the Flats and eventually to the doors of The Cloister, the ladies couldn’t believe their luck. He was taller than most, wide of shoulder and narrow of hip. He sported twin six-guns thonged low in cutaway holsters with the polished stock of a Winchester .32 repeater jutting from a leather-fringed saddle scabbard. Nothing peculiar about that around Waco Flats, where men wore guns as women donned bonnets against the sun.

	Savage did his best to ignore them. The chore became easy when he noticed the sign above the batwing doors of the Bullhorn Saloon.

	The ladies were disappointed at the snub but they had no way of knowing that at the moment the stranger was going through one of his ‘dude moods.’ This meant that he’d forsaken regular trail rig for a full-sleeved white silk shirt, striped twill pants and highly-polished Mexican boots.

	In his warbag were the black shirt and moleskins he usually wore, but after delivering another killer to Black Mesa at the end of a month-long search, he felt like a change.

	Wasn’t his fault that a group of women in the employ of Brother Willy Shelton should find his stylish wardrobe perfectly in keeping with the swashbuckling picture he presented. The sun gleamed from the oiled bronze of his powerful face and his white teeth contrasted with the heavy black mustache as he reined-in at the hitchrail of the Bullhorn and spoke to a kid keen to earn some money horse-minding.

	He took a coin from his shirt pocket and flipped it to the kid who caught it deftly. He took off his hat and mopped his dust-grimed brow, his curly black hair and handsome face bringing sighs from the balcony across the street.

	“By God and by glory,” drooled Sister Kate, “and here was I thinkin’ they’d stopped makin’ that breed.”

	“Well, isn’t someone going to go down there and volunteer?” wondered dark and tempestuous Sister Lucretia, the voluptuous ideal of men from Red River to the Brazos.

	“Who’s got that sort of energy to waste on such a hot day?” sighed world-weary Sister Dolly, a real live kewpie doll with golden ringlets and eyes as innocent as a field of Texas bluebonnets.

	“My thoughts exactly,” said the youngest and by far the most attractive of Brother Willy’s ‘sacred sisters,’ soft-skinned and smoky-eyed Sister Angela.

	“Since when is offering a customer a little encouragement a waste, eh girls?” Lucretia asked.

	The others looked thoughtfully at Dolly. She’d been in this game a long time, a game that regrettably had nothing to do with religion, going to church on the Sabbath, or kindly deeds. To these five sisters, Faith, Hope and Charity were names their boss could have given them when he realized that dressing up his bordello and his fallen doves in spiritual garb brought the paying customers flocking in.

	Sister Angela, plain Angela Smith to those who knew her in Dallas, had been especially imported by Brother Willy because of her stunning beauty and ladylike demeanor. Indeed, she played her role so convincingly that clients tended to treat her like the angel she was. They refused to cuss in her company and kept hidden the red-eyed lust that brought them to The Cloister in the first place.

	Under normal circumstances, Angela’s comment would have seen her fired on the spot. But Brother Willy, who had the soul of an ax-murderer and a face to go with it, was in love with her, as were most males between six and sixty in Waco Flats and its sagebrush surrounds.

	Angela believed she was a cut above the rest, but her sisters in spirituality and sin accepted her obvious innocence.

	“He ain’t customer material, honey,” Sister Dolly said bluntly. “It’s that simple.”

	“How many honest-to-god Greek gods pass beneath Willy’s crummy red light, Angie baby?” supported Kate, re-lighting her cheroot. “Come on, be honest.” She exhaled a cloud of blue tobacco smoke. “None is close to the figure. Why, you ask? Plain as your perky nose. The good-lookers don’t have to pay.”

	“Won’t pay,” chimed in another.

	“Never paid and never will,” Lucretia finished, gesturing at the man in the street as he stepped down from his horse. “So much for daydreaming, little sister. That hunky breed never was and never will be for the likes of us, and that’s the plain honest truth of it.”

	Down on the street, unaware of the attention he had created, Savage was idly yarning to a couple of porch loafers before moving towards the Bullhorn’s cool and shady interior. He was dry as a lime-burner’s boot and found the locals just as dull and dim-witted. Yet he continued to kill time there on the porch, denying himself the shot he so badly needed.

	Why?

	Savage was anything but the self-denying type. Indeed, it was his huge appetite for strong liquor and hot-blooded women that kept his engines ticking over.

	But not today—or so he was telling himself as he licked dry lips and inhaled the heady scents of beer and whiskey, and kept reminding himself of a word for which he customarily had little time.

	Duty.

	He’d given his word. He would wait for a man to show up at the Flats and would remain on the alert till he arrived. No brawls, no women, nothing more than a medicinal drink. Hard, but Savage liked to keep his word.

	He was feeling righteous as he finally turned to look over the sun-blasted townscape, this time touching briefly on the row of strangely-garbed women on the balcony across the street. Three of the five gave him an enthusiastic wave and blew him kisses before he shouldered his way through the batwings.

	Savage performed his best swagger as he left, which drew a farewell clutch of sighs from Waco Flat’s ladies of the night. Then they were interrupted by the sudden appearance of a runt of a man in a striped yellow suit who sported a diamond stickpin and three gold fillings right in the middle of his mouth.

	“So, what’s this then?” Brother Willy challenged. “We takin’ our breaks in the middle of the afternoon now? Are you forgettin’ the boys from the mine are due in tonight and the joint looks a mess?”

	For some reason, the ladies were all feeling a little winsome and in no mood to protest or argue. All filed inside with the exception of Sister Angela. She seemed a million miles away as she gazed down upon the battered false front and the rusted iron roof of the Bullhorn Saloon, acting as though she had not heard a word that was said.

	This type of defiance would normally guarantee some verbal or physical abuse from flashy little Willy—but Angela was his prize possession.

	“Sugar plum,” he said, placing an arm around her shoulders. “You look kinda glum. You got somethin’ you want to talk to Willy about?”

	Sister Angela did have a problem, but it was not of the kind she wanted to discuss with her gold-toothed pimp or anyone else. Since her arrival in Waco Flats, The Cloister’s drawcard had been missing something in her life. She’d been largely unaware of it until the black-mustached stranger had ridden in on that sorrel.

	Quite suddenly, Sister Angela wanted to prove to herself that she could get any man she set her sights on. So she kissed Willy’s sallow cheek and went quickly to her room.

	For an hour she experimented with her hair, her makeup and her wardrobe. Staring at her perfect reflection in the flyspecked mirror, she quickly realized she had been involved in sex for so long she had almost forgotten what romance was.

	She left her room and headed for the Bullhorn.

	 

	“Water?” queried the barkeep.

	“That’s what I said,” growled his newest customer. “Water.”

	“Again?”

	Savage lowered his hand to the bar top, his eyes narrowing to slits.

	“Somethin’ wrong with water, you—?” He broke off. He’d been about to call the man a ‘cloth-eared, beady-eyed, brainless son of a motherless whore’, but plainly that would be excessive under the circumstances. This was, after all, a place which traded in hard liquor, and here he was lining up for his fourth jug of water after just one blissful whiskey. He had nothing against the barkeep; it was the self-denial that was eating at his liver. “Just another water,” he said, forcing a smile. “Pal.”

	That smile had ice in it. The barkeep filled another jug and one edgy customer was left to his own devices.

	He didn’t see her enter.

	His mind was wandering back over events of the last few weeks that ended with him making the acquaintance of a big man of the region who’d impressed this sometime-drifter and government agent, who, by and large, was a difficult man to impress.

	Tate Bonnadeen was the reason a dust-dry Savage was sipping water and gazing moodily at his reflection in the mirror, while a slender figure in gray and what looked like a nun’s habit, stopped by a table occupied by a quartet of hairy-faced miners. She calmly took a full glass from the scarred hand of the largest bruiser and downed four fingers of redeye without so much as a flinch, or without so much as a grunt of protest from the miner.

	Savage wondered how long his association with Bonnadeen would last.

	For one thing, Tate Bonnadeen bossed the high-country T Eight spread which was both anti-Railroad and anti-Comanche. Savage was simply anti-Comanche.

	He sighed as his eyes strayed to the golden bottles of whiskey lining the Bullhorn’s shelves and experienced that old struggle of conscience versus natural inclinations.

	Savage and Bonnadeen had ridden together like old pals from Black Mesa to the Tipi Waters cross trail, a stranger to this county and its two-fisted pioneer citizen.

	That was when Bonnadeen told him he had business at the Waters that couldn’t wait. He told him he was taking off to handle it while insisting Savage wait for him at the Flats. “If I don’t show up inside twenty-four hours, I’d be obliged if you’d come look for me in case I’ve run into something I can’t handle. I sure wouldn’t ask this of just anybody, couldn’t ask it unless I knew you were a man to count on.”

	Savage grimaced. Sure, he was tough and reliable, even if he said so himself. But he had reservations. He could always be stung by that old familiar feeling ... like now ...

	She was standing at his shoulder, a lady of the cloth with hands modestly folded across her bosom and the loveliest eyes that met his in the mirror.

	Savage’s jaw sagged. Was this a vision from heaven? Until now, Waco Flats had the look, smell and taste of a town no better than rat poison. This apparition changed all that.

	And there was no mistaking the change. That old familiar feeling hit him with a solid roundhouse—but followed it up with an uppercut of conscience.

	“Disappear, Sister,” he growled.

	“Angela.”

	“Huh?”

	“I’m Sister Angela of The Holy Cloister.”

	Savage rolled his eyes. Drunks and saddlebums sat staring at him, blank looks on
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