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  ONE


  THE BARKEEP WATCHED the three men from behind
the flimsy shelter of his counter. When he turned away, to stack
bottles or rearrange glasses, he watched them in the fly-speckled
surface of the yellowing mirror that occupied a five feet by ten
feet rectangle of wall. When it happened he hoped the mirror would
remain unbroken: it had cost him a lot of money, shipped all the
way from St Louis, and it would be near-impossible to replace. That
it would happen he didn’t doubt. You could smell it in the warm
air, an almost palpable feeling of tension, a kind of thickening of
the atmosphere, a stretching of time towards the single point, the
moment when the fine, tense thread would break.


  He wiped sweat from his forehead with the
cloth he was using on the glasses. Settled a clean glass beneath
the bar. Close to the reassuring bulk of the cutdown scattergun. He
paused a moment, letting his fingers run over the smooth, oiled
metal, seeking comfort in the weapon. Soon, he thought, it had to
come soon. The thread was stretched close to the limit now: soon it
would snap. He picked up a fresh glass and began to polish, letting
his gaze wander down the dusty room.


  One man was seated at the far end, up in the
angle of the adobe walls where his back and sides were protected
and anyone coming at him had to do it from out front. He had been
the first to arrive, climbing down off a big bay gelding that
looked to have covered a lot of miles. Maybe as many as the man had
years. It was difficult to calculate his exact age, though the
barkeep put him somewhere between the late forties and sixty. His
hair was gray under a coating of trail dust, and the mustache
decorating his upper lip was a pepper-and-salt mixture of brown and
silver. There was a stiffness to his movements imparted by
saddle-weariness rather than age, and he had paused outside on the
boardwalk to stretch his shoulders and back. The barkeep had
noticed that he also swung his holster round to the right hip and
checked the slide of his pistol against the leather before entering
the saloon. His eyes had scanned the room with automatic caution as
he stepped through the batwings; clear blue eyes set in a tracery
of deeply-ingrained lines that matched the etching of his tanned
face. His gunbelt was a plain rig of smooth black leather, the
holster a scabbard type with the stuff around the trigger of the
.45 Colt’s Peacemaker cut away. It looked older than his clothes,
but better cared for, as though his priorities set that above
personal vanity. In terms of dress the man was neither shabby nor
well-dressed. His black pants belonged with the coat lashed behind
his saddle, matching the vest he wore buttoned over a plain gray
shirt with a black neckerchief knotted loose under the collar. The
pants were snug, no loose material interfering with the hang of his
gun, and tucked inside black boots. He wore no spurs.


  He had ordered whiskey in a deep, quiet voice
that carried overtones of authority, and carried the bottle away to
the end of the room. The barkeep had noticed that his hands were
relatively smooth. Not working hands. The right thumb and the
inside of the forefinger calloused.


  The barkeep had recognized him as a
gunfighter. A pistoleer. And figured him to be passing through:
there wasn’t anything in Valverde to attract a shootist. Unless he
was looking for someplace quiet to hang up his guns. And this one
didn’t look ready for that yet.


  The next man to enter was vastly different,
but curiously similar. He was around twenty years younger, with a
shoulder-length mane of sun-bleached blond hair falling from
beneath a flat-crowned Sonoran Stetson that shaded enough of his
face to make it difficult at first to recognize him as a
half-breed. He wore a soiled shirt of linen that had once been
white, but was now rendered down by washing and the sun to a kind
of non-color. It clung snug across the shoulders and chest, where
powerful muscles pressed against the material. It was tucked inside
a pair of close-fitting buckskin pants that in turn were worn
inside knee-high Chiricahua-type moccasins. From the right moccasin
there protruded the leather-bound hilt of a slender-bladed throwing
knife. A second knife – a big Bowie – was sheathed on the left side
of the man’s gunbelt. A Colt’s Frontier model revolver hung in a
Mexican-loop holster on the right.


  This man came in with the same economy of
cautious movement as the older pistoleer, checking the room before
choosing a table close to the door. When he came up to the counter
to get his bottle the barkeep could see clearly the Indian
bloodlines in his face; could hear them in his voice. The man’s
features were of a type a woman might find exciting: good looks
combining with a hint of underlying ruthlessness, even cruelty. A
man might have seen that face and stepped aside. The eyes were
blue, the skin deep-tanned, stretched over wide cheekbones, a
strong jaw. His mouth was broad, the lips full and straight; the
nose was wide about the nostrils, almost – but not quite –
flattened. His voice carried a hint of the guttural tones of the
Apache, mixed with the softer strains of a Scottish accent.


  The barkeep noted all this and dismissed it:
this close to the Mexican border no-one bothered about a man’s
parentage. Only about the money he had to spend. And the half-breed
had paid in good American coin.


  What did strike the barkeep as odd was that
two obvious gunhands should happen into the sleepy town at the same
time.


  And then Jody Garrett came in and the barkeep
knew there was going to be trouble.


  Jody had been around Valverde getting on
three years now. He had come down from Colorado, he said, where he
had been a horse-breaker. Certainly, he knew horses: the outlying
ranches sent for Jody when they needed mustangs broken for
saddle-work. Trouble was, he treated animals a whole lot better
than he did people. He had a hair-trigger temper and a big yen to
be recognized as a shootist. That temper had gotten him fired from
a string of jobs. Once from working as a Wells Fargo guard after he
had shot a Mexican he said he thought was reaching for a gun. Other
people said the Mexican had been reaching for the money he wanted
to deposit. Once from being deputy to Tom Ganby when a prisoner had
got shot trying to escape. Nothing could be proven, but Ganby had
said he didn’t want a deputy who let prisoners get out of locked
cells and pick up a gun. More times from other jobs that had ended
in violence. Now Jody hung around breaking mustangs and
disappearing every so often into Mexico, or so he said. All that
was known for sure was he came back with money.


  Jody was not much over twenty, and claimed to
have accounted for five men in stand-up fights, not including
Mexicans, Indians or blacks. He wore twin Colt’s Peacemakers tied
down low on both hips, the butts carefully notched with his tally
of kills. He hadn’t gone so far as to adopt the dime novel idea of
a gunfighter’s outfit, but he favored black leather gloves and a
dark blue shirt with his denim workpants, and his heels were noisy
with the big Mexican spurs he wore.


  He favored both men with a glare as he
stamped up to the bar and called for whiskey. He had been out of
town the last week or so, and his pockets bulged with money. He
threw two drinks down fast, then propped his elbows on the bar and
stared morosely at the two men. The barkeep guessed he was deciding
which one to pick a fight with.


  Some gleam of recognition seemed to show in
his yellow-flecked brown eyes, and he tipped his hat back,
smoothing his carrotty hair. His attention seemed caught by the
older man, for he kept glancing down the saloon as though making up
his mind about something.


  Every so often he looked towards the door.
Like he was waiting.


  The barkeep figured he was waiting for Johnny
Leroy. The two mostly ran together with Johnny following Jody’s
lead like a wolf tailing the leader of the pack. The barkeep
figured Jody was waiting for Johnny to cover his back. Or maybe
just waiting to make sure his friend saw his play.


  Either way, it was coming soon.


  Johnny came in with a big smile splitting his
freckled face and his right hand stretched out ready to grab a
glass. He was about the same age as Jody and dressed exactly the
same way, except he wore only a single Peacemaker tied down on his
hip. His dissatisfaction with the world wasn’t anything like his
sidekick’s, but he went along with Jody anyway. The smile faded
fast off his ugly features when he saw Jody’s expression, replaced
instantly by a look of aggression. He took a drink and followed
Jody’s gaze.


  The barkeep was close enough to hear their
muttered conversation.


  You see who that is?’ Jody slid his eyes
sideways, towards the gray-haired man. You see him?’


  Johnny shrugged. ‘Never seen him before. Who
is he?’


  ‘Abe
Cannon,’ said Jody as though that explained something. ‘That’s
who.’


  ‘The
gunfighter?’ Johnny swallowed whiskey fast enough he began to
splutter.


  ‘Yeah,’
grunted Jody. ‘They say he’s shot upwards o’ nineteen
men.’


  ‘Christ.’
Johnny’s face resumed its normal color as he got the drink down.
‘He must be good.’


  ‘I
wonder.’ There was an edge to Jody’s voice. ‘I wonder if he’s as
good as they say.’


  ‘Nineteen
men sounds good,’ murmured Johnny. ‘Nineteen men sounds
fast.’


  ‘I’m
fast,’ Jody snapped.


  ‘Ain’t
sayin’ you’re not,’ Johnny placated. ‘Just sayin’ he must be fast,
too.’


  ‘Maybe.’
Jody poured more liquor. ‘He’s old, though.’


  ‘Yeah,’
Johnny nodded, picking up his sidekick’s lead. ‘Over the
hill.’


  ‘Maybe
someone should put him under the hill,’ grinned Jody. ‘Boot
Hill.’


  ‘You?’
asked Johnny. ‘You gonna call him out?’


  Jody shrugged. ‘Ain’t made up my mind yet.
Maybe. Maybe not.’


  It took most of the bottle before his mind
was made up. He wasn’t drunk, but the alcohol had sharpened the
edge of his natural temper and there was an ugly glint in his eyes.
He called for a fresh bottle and glanced at Johnny.


  ‘Watch my
back.’


  Johnny nodded and eased into position against
the bar so that he could watch both ends of the saloon. The
half-breed looked at him. Then at Jody. Then at the gray-haired
man. Then he went on drinking, not taking any part.


  Jody pushed upright and lifted the bottle. He
sauntered down to the end of the room and stood spraddle-legged by
the old man’s table. The barkeep licked his lips and decided
discretion was the better part of valor: the shotgun could stay
where it was. Unless his precious mirror got threatened. The air in
the saloon seemed suddenly warmer. Suddenly more still.


  ‘You’re
Abe Cannon, ain’t you?’ The bottle dangled from Jody’s left
hand.


  The gray-haired man nodded, not taking his
eyes off the redhead’s face.


  ‘They say
you killed nineteen men,’ said Jody. ‘That right?’


  ‘What
they say? Or what I done?’ In the stillness Cannon’s voice carried
the length of the room. ‘There’s a difference.’


  ‘Shit!’
snarled Jody. ‘How many you killed?’


  ‘I never
counted,’ said Cannon. ‘Never seemed worthwhile.’


  ‘I shot
five men.’ Jody sounded proud. ‘Face to face. Five men.’


  Cannon looked at him for what seemed like a
long time. Long enough to make Jody nervous.


  Then: ‘I ain’t gonna be the sixth, kid.’


  Jody chuckled. A short, sharp sound. He
tilted the bottle to his mouth, then thrust it in Cannon’s
direction. ‘Take a drink with me.’


  The gray-haired man shook his head slightly,
not moving it enough that he would lose sight of either youngster.
‘No thanks. I got a bottle of my own.’


  Jody set the whiskey down on the table. Hard
enough to slop liquor over the rim of Cannon’s glass. He took a
step backwards, his knees bending slightly. His hands hung close to
his guns.


  ‘You
figger you’re too good to drink with me?’


  ‘No,’
said Cannon softly, ‘not too good. Just particular.’


  ‘I could
make you.’ Jody’s voice was harsh now, his intention showing clear
in his eyes, in his tone.


  ‘I doubt
it,’ said Cannon in the same soft voice. ‘Walk away. I got no
quarrel with you.’


  ‘I’ll
decide that.’ Jody’s voice was louder now, pitched to carry so the
onlookers could hear. ‘I say you’ll drink.’ Cannon looked at him.
Both his hands were on the table. They rested close to the edge,
the fingers spread; loose. He sighed.


  ‘You know
something?’ he asked. ‘I doubt there’s a single two-bit town I been
in don’t have some two-bit kid like you looking to make a
reputation. I ain’t about to be part of your reputation, kid. And
gunning you wouldn’t be anything I’d want to boast
about.’


  Jody’s face got darker; redder. His teeth
ground together and his mouth thinned out to a taut, ugly line.
‘You best back that,’ he grated.


  ‘Back
what?’ Cannon’s hands stayed where they were. His eyes stayed on
Jody’s face. ‘You offered me a drink, I refused it. That’s all,
kid. It ain’t the end of the world.’ Jody started to smile again.
‘You’re scared. Christ Jesus! You don’t want to face me. You’re
scared of me!’


  ‘I watch
for snakes, too,’ said Cannon. ‘I ride round them, too.’


  ‘Some
things a man can’t ride around,’ rasped the carrot-top. ‘I’m
callin’ you out, Cannon.’


  The older man went on sitting. Little about
him changed, except his back straightened fractionally and a tired
kind of hardness came into his eyes.


  ‘I don’t
want to kill you, kid,’ he said. ‘I ain’t scared of you, but I
don’t want to kill you. You ain’t worth it. Take your bottle and
go.’


  Now, thought the barkeep, it’s going to
happen now. He was torn between fear of stray bullets and his
desire to watch the outcome.


  ‘Last
chance, you goddam coward,’ snarled Jody. ‘You lift that bottle or
you lift yore gun. Whichever way you choose.’


  Cannon went on looking at him, not
moving.


  ‘I said
you’re a coward,’ snapped Jody.


  Cannon still didn’t move.


  ‘I say
you drink,’ Jody baited. ‘I say you drink or you crawl outta
here.’


  When the gunfighter made no reply, made no
move, Jody’s temper snapped completely. His knees bent and his
hands lifted, fisting the matched Colts clear of the holsters.
Cannon remained seated. He seemed to shift hardly at all, but
suddenly the table was toppling over under the force of his
out-thrust left hand and his gun was in his right. Jody’s pistols
were clear of the holsters, lifting to aim as the hammers came back
and his forefingers tightened on the triggers. Cannon’s gun was
already cocked, his thumb dropping clear of the hammer. The
Peacemaker bucked in his hand. Once. Jody’s guns detonated into the
floorboards. His mouth opened in a perfect circle as surprise –
disbelief – registered in his eyes. His body jerked back, bending
from the waist as Cannon’s bullet took him in the gut. It went in
just above the belt. Where the skin stretched taut below the
ribcage. Where only flesh and muscle protected the belly. It ripped
up Jody’s intestines and came out of his back in a thick fountain
of bright crimson blood. Jody’s fancy Mexican spurs jangled as his
feet left the floor, then fell silent as the rowels dug into the
wood and Jody Garrett pitched full-length into the mess of his own
dying.


  Up at the bar Johnny Leroy matched his
sidekick’s gasp and fisted his own gun.


  The half-breed said, ‘Don’t!’


  Johnny part turned, his attention divided for
one vital instant. He glanced at Cannon, then at the blond-haired
man. And made up his mind.


  He spun all the way round, bringing his gun
up to angle at the half-breed.


  The man went sideways out of his chair. As he
moved, his right hand snatched the Colt’s Frontier clear of the
holster. His thumb took the hammer back at the same time as his
forefinger closed down on the trigger, so that as the pistol
leveled on Johnny all that held it from firing was the weight of
the thumb. The half-breed removed the weight before he hit the
floor. Johnny’s shot splintered panelling on the wall. The
half-breed’s bullet splintered a rib and drove through Johnny’s
heart. It burst the organ into a mess of useless pulp, deflecting
off a rear rib to come out just below Johnny’s left shoulder-blade.
The freckle-faced man crashed against the bar, blood spurting from
his mouth and nostrils, splashing over the cleaned glasses.
Dripping onto the crouching form of the barkeep. The half-breed
fired again, the second bullet aimed lower. Johnny Leroy grunted
and doubled over, not feeling the pain of the lead piercing his
belly. He went down on his knees, eyes blanking out as the color
drained from his face. His freckles looked very red and very large.
The blood coming from his mouth and chest and belly was brighter.
His head lolled forwards until his chin touched his chest, then
went on tilting until it touched the floor. He stopped there, his
corpse balanced on knees and skull. Wind erupted stinking from
between his buttocks.


  The half-breed looked to where the barkeep
was standing up. The man had both hands raised, palms out. He was
shaking his head and trying to smile reassuringly. The half-breed
nodded and worked the ejector rod to spin the spent shells from the
chambers. Dropped in two fresh loads.


  ‘Why two
shots?’ Cannon came down the saloon. ‘He was dead on the
first.’


  ‘One’s
dead, two’s sure.’ The half-breed holstered the Colt.


  ‘Yeah.’
Cannon nodded. ‘I guess. Why butt in?’


  ‘Why
not?’ countered the blond man. ‘He had you cold.’


  Cannon nodded thoughtfully. ‘I guess he did
at that. Time was I coulda taken them both. Now I only get
one.’


  The half-breed shrugged without
commenting.


  ‘You
heard my name,’ said the gray-haired man. ‘Abe Cannon. Some folks
call me Honest Abe.’


  ‘How’s
that?’ asked the half-breed.


  Cannon smiled. ‘I always tell a man when I’m
gonna kill him.’


  The half-breed grinned back. ‘Gunn,’ he said.
‘Matthew Gunn. Some folks call me Breed.’


  ‘Guess I
see why,’ said Cannon. ‘Buy you a drink?’


  ‘I got a
bottle of my own,’ said the man called Breed. ‘Share
it?’


  Cannon laughed out loud. ‘Sure. I’d be
honored.’


  Tom Canby came running in then on the tail
end of a big Winchester scattergun. He looked at the bodies and at
the two killers, then at the barkeep.


  ‘Fair
fight, Tom,’ said the barkeep. ‘Jody was proddin’ an’ Johnny went
to join in. It was two-on-one until the half-breed pitched
in.


  The law officer got his breath back and
sucked in his spreading gut. He lowered the shotgun, but kept his
finger on the trigger.


  ‘All
right,’ he said; loud enough for the crowd outside to hear. ‘If
Mitch says it was fair, then it was fair. They been askin’ for it
long enough. Trouble is, we ain’t accustomed to shootists in
Valverde, so I’m askin’ you gents to move on. I’d appreciate it if
you was outta town come mornin’.’


  Cannon shrugged and said, ‘I was just passin’
through. Didn’t aim to stay no longer.’


  ‘The
same,’ said Breed.


  Canby nodded and began to shout for people to
get the bodies out. The two men watched them go. The barkeep came
out with a bucket and a cloth and began to wipe the blood away.


  ‘Funny,
ain’t it?’ murmured Cannon. ‘The other feller picks the fight, but
it’s us gets told to pass through.’


  ‘Better’n
them.’ Breed gestured at the bloodstains. ‘They just passed
on.’


  Cannon laughed again. ‘Feller,’ he said, ‘I
think I’m gonna like you.’
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