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	About the Author

Richard Wyler is the pen-name assumed by best-selling author, Mike Linaker.

Although the bulk of Mike Linaker’s fiction has appeared in the action-adventure genre, where he regularly chronicles the adventures of Gold Eagle’s Mack Bolan, he remains one of Britain’s most accomplished and collectible western writers. He was also a very, very nice guy.

Mike’s main interest in adolescence was science fiction. “The western influence came from film and television,” he later explained. “I read SF books by the dozen, but few if any westerns because that Max Brand/Zane Grey stuff just didn’t do anything for me.”

Probably his best-known western series to date is that featuring Bodie the Stalker, written as “Neil Hunter”. Bodie is a bounty hunter, and with its violent and often intense plots, this six-book series successfully recreates the mood of the old Spaghetti westerns.
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For Cavalry Sergeant Ed Blaine, wounded by an Apache lance, the way station offered a chance to recover. All he wanted was a place to rest. But it was not to be.

First he met up with the girl he had once been about to marry. And then he found himself under the guns of a bunch of outlaws waiting to free their brother from an incoming stage, men who had a past score to settle with Blaine.

Just when Blaine figured it couldn’t get any worse, Butler’s Station was hit by a band of warring Apaches. He had Apaches in front and outlaws with guns at his back. And they all wanted him dead.
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Chapter One

The way station lay close to the foothills of the Mohawk Mountains. The land here was still rough and harsh, but somehow managed to support a few skinny trees and sprawling clumps of tough, tangled brush.

A log and adobe cabin, a weather-beaten barn and a split-pole corral made up the station. And a faded, peeling sign over the cabin door — BUTLER’S STATION — made it official. The whole place had a run-down and sun-bleached look about it that fitted in with the surrounding country.

By day the cabin sat beneath the sun’s blinding glare, and at night its wooden structure cracked and popped in the chill winds that blew from the vast-reaching desert land which lay over to the south and east.

Fifty yards from the back of the cabin, through a sprawling mass of tangled brush, ran a narrow creek, winding its way across the hard empty land. For a few yards along its banks grass had managed to grow and stay, adding a touch of color to the otherwise drab and dreary yellow-ochre and gray landscape.

Beyond the creek the land rose in a series of undulations to a low ridge that ran from east to west for a few miles. And beyond the ridge the land began its long slow climb to the peaks of the Mohawk range.

The cabin itself faced south. The land lay practically flat here, and seemed to spread to infinity. This was a rocky, sun-scorched land composed mainly of hard-topped earth, sand and volcanic rock. It was a cruel, lonely, empty land where the only living residents were lizards and snakes. Man came here only when he had to. Even the Apache, who was on home ground, became wary and took no chances when he entered this forsaken land.

Dawn came slowly to this land. The blackness of night paled to a streaky gray. Landmarks took on solid forms as the graying spread across the wide sky. From the rim of the far horizon the first pale fingers of the new day’s light crept into view. The stars faded before the advancing fingers of pink flowed into a baleful orange flood that stained the sky with its glow.

The chill dampness of night vaporized in the spreading warmth, filling the ground hollows with a fine milk-white mist. The ground took on the reddening splash thrown out by the sun. The rocks, the brush, the whole earth became a mass of flowing, blood-red color as the dull, pulsing orb kept on its predetermined journey into the heavens.

Full daylight came and the final shadows of night fled.

The land lay open and naked under the searing eye of fire that hung in the cloudless blue of the big sky. Probing fingers of light crept through the cracks in the walls of the cabin at Butler’s Station. They entered silently, darting brightly across wooden floors, seeking out the dim corners, filling the cabin with the light of a new day.

Katy Warner had wakened in the first grayness of dawn. She had rolled on to her side and watched the world come alive through the single tiny window of her small room.

Now, as full, soft shafts of sunlight lanced in at her through the dusty glass, she rolled on to her back and gave a deep sigh. She stared up at the ceiling for a long while.

Finally she threw back the bedclothes and swung her feet to the floor. Standing, she crossed over to the window and gazed out. She could see the water of the creek sparkling in the fresh brightness of the morning. Turning from the window she picked up her clothes from a chair beside the bed. Silently opening the door she stepped out of the bedroom and went swiftly down the short corridor into the kitchen. Unlocking the cabin’s rear door, she paused long enough to pick up a cake of soap and a towel; then she stepped outside, closing the door behind her.

The warmth of the morning soaked through the thin cotton nightdress she wore as she made her way across the open stretch of ground that lay between the cabin and the creek. Pushing through a gap in the thick brush, Katy came to the bank of the creek. Dropping her bundle on the thin grass at her feet, she gathered the nightdress in her hands, and drew it up her body over her head.

She stood for a moment, enjoying the warm sun on her flesh. She was a tall, firm-bodied woman, small of waist, with full, curving hips and thighs. As she moved her full, high breasts trembled tautly and her long, deep-copper hair tumbled about her shoulders. Bending, she picked up the cake of soap, then stepped into the clear flowing water of the creek.

Katy shivered as the cold water came in contact with her smooth flesh, pale and white except where the sun had caught her face and arms. She ducked under for a moment, rising wet and glistening, her hair hanging in thick ropes.

She began to hum softly as she started to soap herself.

The creak of bedsprings in the next room told Ham Butler that Katy Warner was getting up. He slipped off his own bed and crouched by the window, waiting. A minute or so late he heard the rear door of the cabin open. Then he saw her walking in the direction of the creek in her nightdress, her full hips swinging in that loose, graceful way that made his lips go dry and his heart pound.

Sliding open his window, Ham climbed through and ran in a silent crouch, heading for a spot a few yards upstream from where Katy Warner had gone into the brush.

Ham Butler was a long, thin youth of twenty. He wore faded Levis and shirt, scuffed, run-down boots. He was a pale, sickly-looking boy, with deep-set, dark eyes, a narrow nose, a thin, limp mouth. His hair was dark and long, uncombed for some time. Crusted dirt-rings circled his wrists and thin neck.

But for all his gangling appearance, he made no noise as he slid into the thickness of the brush.

He saw her straightaway. She was standing at the edge of the creek. She was naked. Ham felt his face flush, his eyes water as he looked at her. She stood with her back to him, the sunlight rippling across the thick strands of hair.

Then she bent to pick up a cake of soap and he saw the momentary tautness in the muscles of her thighs, saw the barest quiver of her rounded buttocks.

Ham clenched his sweating hands to his sides. A cold smile played on his thin lips as he watched the woman step into the water of the creek.

Now who’s laughing? he was asking himself. Now who’s doing the laughing? It’s me. Me! But he felt his eyes sting as he remembered when it was she who was laughing.

Laughing as she slapped his face for trying to kiss her. As she told him to wait a few years before he tried to do a man-size job. He still went hot when he recalled that day.

She’d made him look like a fool. Ham couldn’t forget it. So now he would wait for her to come down to the creek and he’d follow, hide and watch. He could see all he wanted, and she knew nothing about it. Stupid bitch! Ham forced back a giggle. What the hell would she do if she found out what he’d been doing? She’d probably blush right down to the ends of her toes. Serve her right! Snooty bitch!



Ham stiffened as he saw Katy step out of the creek, water spilling from her hips and thighs. He stayed long enough to see her dry herself with a towel, then he wormed his way out of the brush and went silently back to the cabin.

Back in his room he closed the window and waited. Shortly he saw her emerge from the brush. She was dressed now. A faded man’s shirt, washed-out Levi’s that hugged her hips and legs, emphasizing the flatness of her stomach. The Levi’s were pulled over the tops of worn high-heeled riding boots.

The rear door clicked shut as she entered the kitchen.

Ham smiled to himself, stretched out on his bed, and lay staring at the ceiling, waiting for her to call that breakfast was ready.

Somewhere, far away, he heard a loud, insistent thumping.

He moved slowly, sluggishly, feeling the bed sway beneath his weight. Like every other morning he came awake slowly. He slept deeply, heavily, never feeling refreshed from it.

The thumping continued. Now he could hear a voice as well. His eyes opened. They felt puffy and they ached. There was a sour stickiness in his mouth, too. Again he heard the voice.

‘Chad? You awake? I’m dishing breakfast up in five minutes.’

Chad Butler pushed himself to a sitting position. He ran a hand through his hair, scratching the top of his head. ‘Okay, Katy, gimme a minute,’ he yelled. His throat was dry and his words came out rasping and thin.

The thumping ceased. He heard Katy go to the door of Ham’s room and start to rouse him. After a few seconds he heard Ham’s shrill voice.

Chad climbed out of bed. He stretched noisily, blowing air through his nose. He didn’t need to dress because he’d gone to bed with his clothes on. Most nights now he did the same. He saw no reason why not. And, anyhow, most nights he was so damn tired he couldn’t be bothered to undress. Trouble was that Katy was bound to go on at him about making the bedclothes dirty. He glanced at them.

They did look a mite grubby. Well, hell, he thought, I take my damn boots off, don’t I?

He wondered whether he ought to shave today. There was a cracked mirror on the wall beside his bed. Chad peered into it. He rubbed his hand across his stubbled jaw.

He decided he could leave it another day. You ugly old bastard, he muttered mentally as he studied his face in the dust-streaked mirror. His reflection winked back at him, then stared with puffy, bloodshot eyes. His nose twitched as he sniffed loudly.

Turning from the mirror, he sat on the edge of the bed and began to pull on his boots. The effort left him panting for breath, his flabby face red with exertion.

‘Damn this god-awful country,’ he grumbled out loud. ‘Hell, it’s only breakfast time and already it’s too hot to move.’

He sat for a moment. He swore strongly and forcibly about the land and the heat and the food and everything in general. He did this every morning. Finally he was forced to stop. The only reason was that there was nothing more he could swear about.

Then he heard Katy Warner shouting from the kitchen.

‘All right, I’m comin’,’ he yelled back. Then in a lower tone, ‘Goddamn women. Don’t give a man time to get his britches on.’

He gave a harsh chuckle at that. One thing about going to bed in your clothes, he thought, you ain’t likely to be caught with your britches down. Chad thought this real funny. He got off the bed grinning like a school kid. He began to laugh as he opened the door and made for the kitchen. He was thinking that maybe today was going to be a good day.

Maybe an unusually good day. For a change. And while he thought about it, he realized that anything able to break the monotony would make a good day. Christ, anything. Anything at all.


Chapter Two

About four hours’ ride to the north west of Butler’s Station, where the land was open and rocky, a weary, dust-caked sorrel mare plodded slowly down a slight dip in the ground. Flies worried the animal constantly, and it used its tail in a vain effort to get rid of them. The insects would disperse for a few seconds, then return.

Some of them, however, decided to try for something else. They chose the mare’s rider. He sat his saddle loosely. His hands were clasped around the saddle pommel in an attempt to keep himself on the sorrel’s back. His head was tilted forward, his chin against his chest. Like the animal he rode, he was covered with dust. It was fine gray alkali dust that clung to him from head to foot like a second skin. He might have been a figure carved from stone if it hadn’t been for the patch of congealed blood that made a vivid stain down the back of his shirt. The snapped-off shaft of an Apache lance jutted from the center of the stain. The lance head was buried deep in the man’s right shoulder. Flies began to hover around the wound, and as the man became aware of them he raised his head.

Beneath the brim of his hat his face was in shadow. Sweat had gouged jagged paths through the dust that filmed his face. His lips were raw and cracked. Blood had dried and blackened on them. From deep in their sockets his eyes stared straight ahead — seeing, yet unseeing — for he was completely exhausted, and despite the heat his body shivered with fever.

As he moved, very slowly and painfully, the hardened layer of dust and sweat cracked and peeled away from his left sleeve. His shirt was dark blue in color, and on his sleeve he wore the stripes and diamond of a U.S. Cavalry sergeant.

The slow-footed sorrel stumbled, jolting its rider. The man felt white-hot streaks of pain in his back. A low sound passed his lips. His hands clenched hard on the pommel, the knuckles showing white against the brown of the rest of his hand.

Regaining its balance the sorrel plodded on. The land lay wide and flat and empty around horse and rider. And above them the sky too was empty, save for the yellow disc of fire that burned relentlessly, cruelly, regardless of what went on below.

Four men rode towards Butler’s Station that morning.

They were brothers. The Reece brothers. Matthew the eldest. Then Jubal and Ned. And Hoby, youngest of them all, but at twenty-one, a ruthless, brutal killer like the rest of the clan.

They were silent as they rode. Each man cloaked in his own thoughts, each keeping his attention, his concentration on what lay head.

The previous night they had bedded down in a dry wash. After a cold meal each man had rolled up in his blanket and rested. At dawn they had again eaten a swift cold meal. Then they had saddled up and moved out at a slow pace.

They didn’t hurry. They didn’t need to. They knew where they were going and how long it would take to get there.

Matthew Reece raised an arm and reined in his mount. His brothers halted their own horses and waited for him to speak.

Saddle leather creaked as Matthew Reece shifted his weight. He was a big man, broad across the shoulders and chest. Beneath the brim of his hat his face was wide, the flesh laid over big bones. His eyes were black and bright like a bird’s. He hadn’t shaved for four or five days and the stubble was thick and dark across his jaw. From his shirt pocket he took out a gold-cased watch. Opening the cover he glanced at the face. He then carefully closed the cover after giving a satisfied nod, and replaced the watch in his pocket.

‘What’s it say, Matt?’ Jubal asked slowly. He was two years younger than Matthew. A large awkward man, heavy on his feet, he moved with a ponderous motion that belied his tremendous strength. He was a dull-witted man, too, slow to understand things, though easily aroused to frightening and uncontrollable violence. He alone of the Reeces had no weapon strapped around his waist or jammed into the saddle boot.

‘It’s ten minutes past nine,’ Matthew said. He spoke slowly, pronouncing his words clearly and audibly. Jubal listened, then nodded, satisfied.

‘You sure that thing’s right? Hoby asked irritably.

‘This watch ain’t had a wrong minute ever,’ Matthew said. ‘It did right for Pa nigh on twenty-five years. I reckon it’ll do for us.’

‘Don’t pay him no attention, Matt,’ Ned Reece said. He held his hat in his hand while he wiped his face with a soiled bandanna. ‘You reckon we’ll be there on time?’

‘We will,’ Matthew assured him.

Jubal looked across at Matthew. His face bore a strained expression and his lips moved laboriously.

‘We got to be there on time,’ he said slowly. ‘We got to be there for Sid. We got to be.’

Matthew Reece nodded. He raised a big hand to rub his sweating face.

‘For Sid,’ he repeated.

Far to the east of Butler’s Station the land was at its hardest. 

Barren and rocky it gave no chance to anything that tried to grow. Here the dust of ages had settled and carpeted the earth with a deep layer. Most of the time the dust lay undisturbed, unmoved for long stretches of time; but sometimes it was agitated and would rise and hover in the hot air for hours, long after the cause of its disturbance had gone.

The heavy, lumbering Concord coach, with its six-horse team, raised a great deal as it rattled its noisy way westward.

The driver and guard, sitting high on the box, were practically free from the clouds of choking, foul-tasting mist. However, inside the coach the passengers were not so lucky.

Dust came swirling through the windows and even seeped up through the floorboards. Added to the constant jerking and swaying of the coach body and the cloying heat, the occupants weren’t exactly having a pleasurable trip.

Not that they were complaining. Even if conditions had been perfect, the journey would still have been somewhat grim.

Three of the four passengers were lawmen. A U.S. Marshal and, under him, two deputies.

The fourth passenger was a convicted outlaw on his way to start a long term in Yuma prison.

The prisoner’s hands and feet were shackled.

United States Marshal Frank McCallister watched his prisoner carefully. This was to be his last job. When he handed in his prisoner he also handed in his badge.

Thirty years, wasn’t it? Pity it was over. Ah, well, got to make room for the young ones, he thought. Anyhow, come a few weeks he’d be joining his daughter Lou and her husband Phil at their ranch out near Bisbee. And there’d be little Frank, his grandson. He suddenly had the notion that maybe retirement wouldn’t be so bad after all. One thing he regretted was that Mary wasn’t living any more. She’d been dead all of five years now.

Seemed a shame. A wife goes through all the hard times with a man, then when the good days come she isn’t there to enjoy them with him.

The coach gave a jolt. Beside McCallister sat Harvy Martin. He was a young, eager kid. This was his first major assignment as a deputy marshal and he was bursting with importance, hoping to have some crisis occur so that he could show off his paces. McCallister saw himself as he was thirty years ago every time he looked at Martin.

Martin’s hat had come off when the coach jolted. He leaned forward to pick it up from the floorboards.

McCallister’s second deputy, Tom Peak, an experienced lawman, sat beside the prisoner on the opposite seat. Peak cradled a shotgun in his arms. As he saw Martin bend forward to pick up his hat, Peak swung the shotgun round.

Then he dropped the barrels to the level of Martin’s eye.

‘Leave it be,’ he said.

Martin straightened up, his face flushed.

‘Hey, Tom, what you playin’ at?’

Peak used the shotgun to hook Martin’s hat. He raised it and Martin took it and shoved it on the back of his head.

‘You do that too often and one day your prisoner will reach out and take your gun and use it to blow the top off your head.’

Martin glanced down at his holstered Colt, then across at the prisoner’s hands. The expression on his face showed he realized how near he had come to being shot with his own gun.

‘Ouch! I guess I got a lot to learn,’ he said.

‘Don’t worry, Harv,’ McCallister said. ‘Ain’t no shame in having to be told these things. Better than learnin’ the hard way.’

‘Listen to the general, kid,’ the prisoner said. He was smiling. ‘He’ll keep you on the right trail.’

‘You won’t be so cheerful when you hear the gate shut behind you at Yuma,’ Peak said.

The prisoner was still smiling when he said, ‘You ain’t got me there yet, lawman.’ He spoke lawman like it was a dirty word.

He leaned back in his seat, smiling like a man without a trouble in the world.

His name was Sid Reece.


Chapter Three

With breakfast over, the routine work at Butler’s Station was tackled.

Katy Warner busied herself cleaning up the cabin and preparing the midday meal.

Out in the barn Chad Butler began checking over the stock. He’d received a letter, delivered by one of the outward-bound coaches, that had informed him of a special coach, which would be passing through on the fourth of the month. That was today. Have to be ready, Chad reminded himself. Never know who’s going to step off a special. Hell, it might even be the area superintendent come to have a look round. Better give the animals a good brushing down. Make ’em shine.

Chad looked round for Ham. The boy was nowhere in sight. Chad was about to call him, but changed his mind. It was no good. He couldn’t do a damn thing with the kid.

Ham, he decided, was lazy. Pure damn lazy. Chad said the hell with it and chose to do the job himself. If he did put Ham to doing it, the boy would grumble and slouch about, make a mess of it. It’ll get done faster if I do it myself, he reckoned.

He’d been working for half an hour when he heard the distant sound of a handgun being fired. Two more shots followed. Chad wiped his sweating face and straightened up. Christ, I’m getting past this, he thought.

Chad knew now where Ham was. He swore. Ever since the boy had got hold of that old Colt, he spent hours practicing with it. Gun-crazy, Chad called him. Damn head’s so full of wild ideas about being a fast-gun he don’t give a hoot about anything else. Anger rose briefly but Chad forced it back. The hell with him! He turned back to the horses and spent his anger in a burst of energy. He felt sweat pouring down his back. His shirt was wet with it and clung to his body in clammy folds.

Ham stood with his legs apart, his right hand hovering over the butt of the .44-40 Colt that lay in the low-cut holster. A rawhide thong held the holster tight against his thin thigh.

He’d set up a row of empty bottles and cans on the edge of the creek. It had taken three shots to hit the first bottle.

Ham wiped his moist palm across the front of his dirty shirt. He directed his attention to the second bottle. His body swayed slightly as he tried to relax. Ham took a couple of deep, slow breaths.

Suddenly his right hand dropped to the worn butt of the Colt. As his fingers curled around the butt his thumb was in line with the hammer. The gun slid free of the oiled leather, rose up and forward. Ham felt the hammer click back. Then the muzzle leveled and Ham tripped the trigger. He felt the Colt slap back against his palm, heard the
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