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Reissuing classic series fiction from the
1970s, 80s, 90s and Beyond!


“Know what Crow used to say about
livin’ by your guns? Said it made him like a kind of
alchemist. Said he was the first man in history to
turn lead into gold. Yeah. Meanest son of a bitch ever.
Crow.”

No other name. Just Crow. Dressed in black
from head to toe. The meanest man in the bullet-scarred annals of
the West. Nobody ever turned their back on him. A cold voice in the
shadows, a vengeful angel of death …

Time was when Crow was a Lieutenant in the
Cavalry. A time when he rode against Crazy Horse and the Sioux.
Commanded by Captain Silas Menges, a bloated, drunken obscenity of
an individual. Even Menges’ beautiful, sensual wife, Angelina,
couldn’t make up for the insults Crow took from him. No one crossed
Crow and Lived. No one …
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This is for Patrick who helped at the birth
of Crow.

I am grateful for his continuing help and
friendship.

‘The cavalries charged

The Indians died

Oh the country was you

With God on its side’

Bob Dylan


​Chapter One

‘Crow?’

The old man spat in the dust beneath his
feet, rocking gently in the creaking chair as he considered the
question from the stranger in the smart suit.

‘Sure. I knew Crow. Meanest son of a bitch I
ever laid eyes on. Just mean right through.’

He spat again, squinting at the sun as it
slipped down over the spreading town of Abilene. The old man’s
nostrils wrinkled as though he were straining to catch the long
gone scent of black powder smoke hanging on the evening breeze.

‘I ain’t heard nobody mention his name for
... Hell, for too many years now. Time was you could travel from
Montana clear through to the Mexican border and there wouldn’t be a
bare-assed kid wouldn’t have heard of Crow. Times change, I
guess.’

There was a rattling and coughing noise as an
automobile lurched its way round a corner and rolled on into the
distance.

‘That’s what I mean, stranger. God-damned gas
buggies fouling up the air and putting the fear of Hell into the
horses. I’m an old man now, and I figure I’m not long for this
world. Can’t say I’ll be sorry to be leavin’ it.’

At his side the younger man jogged him with
another question.

‘First time I heard of Crow?’ repeated the
old-timer. ‘Must have been down on the Brazos. Back in eighty-one.
They was bad times. Drivin’ the women like they drove the men.
Hell, that’s thirty years back!’ He looked up at the man at his
side, once-blue eyes filmed with age, milky and pale. ‘Was you ever
stung by a dead bee, Mister?’ The stranger shook his head at the
unexpected question. ‘Nope? Can’t think what made me ask that.
Maybe it was somethin’ Crow once said.’

For a moment the two men shared the warm
silence, watching a young woman swing down the street carrying a
basket of groceries over her arm. The old man broke into a cackling
laugh. ‘Set’s a man’s mind to recallin’, does that. He always had
an eye for ladies. Not that he ever done much lovin’. Nope. Kind of
used them. Not a lot of lovin’ in Crow. Plenty of hate. Specially
after what happened up on the Green River. Yeah, that’d be where I
heard of him. Before he went off after Autie Custer and the good
old boys of the Seventh. Crow was a Cavalry man. Pony soldier . . .
That’s where it all started.’

Again his mind clouded over and the words
slipped away from him, riding on down the gutter. The stranger
waited patiently for the thread to come back again. Certain that it
would. This old man was likely the only person living that could
tell him what he wanted to know. About the legendary Crow. No other
name.

Just Crow.

‘Yeah, stranger. You want to know where the
story of old Crow starts, then you go lookin’ up round Green River.
Must have been round about ’sixty ... No, ‘seventy five. Late Fall.
Damned cold.’ He sat in the rocker, musing on the long years past
and the dead faces rose up like mist all around him. ‘Maybe in the
Spring. Time of greening. New life.’

Suddenly the old man smiled, creasing up the
furrowed wrinkles in his seamed face. ‘Know what Crow used to say
about livin’ by your guns? Said it made him like a kind of
alchemist. Said he was the first man in history to turn lead into
gold.’ He cackled his laughter. ‘Yeah. Meanest son of a bitch ever.
Crow.’

The sun was nearly set over Abilene.


Chapter
Two

January ’seventy-six had been one of the
hardest months that anyone could recall in the Dakotas. The wind
had come howling in from the north, bringing deep snow from skies
that stayed dark grey from sun-up to sun-down. Not that there had
been any sun to see. In the morning the clouds broke up a little to
the east and in the evening the western skies were a touch
lighter.

The temperature never rose above freezing for
the entire month and stock, even in the protected barns, died on
their feet from the bitter chill. Roads were impassable. Whole
families perished in their houses, buried deep beneath drifts that
rose to thirty, forty feet. Each day fresh drifts of snow came
driving down across the bare, ravaged land, piling deeper and
deeper. The only consolation for the settlers was that the weather
was so bad it also kept the Indians away. Sioux and Cheyenne were
all holed up in their winter camps in sheltered canyons, none of
them bothering to move from their fires. The year before had been a
bad one for the whites in the whole of the Great Plains. Bands of
young braves had swept across the Dakotas and across Montana and
Wyoming, killing and burning. Even some of the chain of cavalry
forts along the Bozeman Trail existed in a state of almost
perpetual siege. It was less than ten years since the appalling
Fetterman massacre had taken place to the west, and in all those
years the Indians had never truly been defeated.

Crazy Horse still led out roving bands of
Sioux against any whites in the Black Hills, the sacred Sa Papa of
the Indians. Two years earlier the brave young General Custer had
opened the Hills to white miners, painting a tantalizing picture of
gold there for the easy picking. Ever since that time the whole
region had been the scene of constant fighting and bitterness.

But there were still settlers prepared to
take the chance on being scalped. If you lived close enough to the
forts then you had a reasonable chance of carrying on living.

Luke Barrell had moved out to Dakota
territory in ’seventy-one, lured from the crowded east by the talk
of free land and good grazing. Of course, the talk hadn’t mentioned
the savage Sioux and the bitter winters, but Luke had been lucky.
He arrived in the early Spring when the land was still green, and
the scorching summer winds hadn’t yet begun to sweep the Plains and
hills. He’d managed to buy a few head of cattle and built himself a
solid little house and a good sturdy barn. By the time the first
winter came the Barrells were snug and well set, with enough feed
for their small herd and for themselves.

Now Spring was coming again.

After the stone-hard January and bitter
February, the long freeze had finally eased away and water flowed
once more in the narrow stream to the east of the house. Green
vegetation appeared and Luke was able to let out his cattle,
blinking from the darkness of the barn, to go and forage for
themselves on the prairie.

Apart from one tragedy it had been a good
winter with a promise of new life.

But for Luke the new year had brought a great
sadness.

His wife, Eliza, had caught a chill feeding
the cows and the cold had gotten to her chest, lying there like a
malignant spirit. He had sat by her side, holding the stick-thin
fingers. Feeling the fiery heat of her temples and the dry skin on
her face. The fever had burned her up and shaken her body, racking
her with a cough that made her fight for every breath. It had not
been an easy passing.

The earth had been like iron and it had taken
Luke three days to hack out a grave from the land, lowering the
body of his beloved wife into the pit, the children all gathered
round, weeping, as they sang a verse of We Will Gather At The
River, Eliza’s favorite hymn. The wind had tugged at their
clothes and snow had driven at their faces, freezing the tears.

But now it was Spring again.

Becky was the oldest of the children.

A pretty child, bright as a button, with blue
eyes and long hair, yellow as summer corn, tied back in two plaits.
Her brother Amos and sisters Sarah and Ruth were all playing inside
the cabin. Her father was chopping cords of kindling out by the
stable. All she had to keep her company was her rag-doll, Jemima,
and the family’s dog, a brindled hound named Bart.

It was a beautiful day.

The sun was blazing down from a sky of deep
blue, cloudless from one side of the Great Plains to the other. A
light breeze that kept away the midges and cooled the air. A line
of washing flapped on the far Side of the cabin, the only sound in
the whole day apart from the piping voices of the younger children
and the steady clunk of Luke’s axe.

Although their nearest neighbor was eighteen
miles away with only the small cavalry post closer, Becky was never
lonely. There was the cooking and washing to do, and the three
little ones to care for, as well as being nice to her Pa now he was
on his own.

Becky was ten years old.

It had been close to noon when the stranger
rode in, heeling a black stallion forwards, past the gate to the
corral.

Becky knew what she had to do when someone
came along she didn’t recognize. She called her father round from
his wood-splitting.

‘Hi there, Mister!’ said Luke Barrell, still
hefting the axe at his shoulder. ‘Do anythin’ for you?’

The stranger nodded. ‘Water for me and for my
horse if you please.’ ,

‘Sure. Help yourself. Becky, give the
gentleman a hand with what he needs.’

‘No call for that. I can manage.’

So Becky had gone back to her doll, watching
the tall newcomer out of the corner of one eye. Thinking that he
didn’t look like one of the usual men that rode by. Most of them
were what her father called ‘saddle-bums’ and he shooed them along
off their land, taking care his old carbine was handy. This man
looked different.

Becky wasn’t very good at guessing heights or
ages, but she knew her Pa was five and a half feet tall and was
coming up to his thirtieth birthday. The stranger topped him by
half a foot and seemed to be a year or so younger.

But he was so thin!

Seemed when he swung down from the saddle
with a cat-like grace, standing and stretching himself that the
stranger didn’t leave more than a streak of darkness across the
grass for a shadow.

He wore all black. Hat to toe. With the only
splash of color a dusty yellow bandana at his throat. Like the
soldiers wore. His hair was also black and very long. He took off
his hat to wipe the sweat from his face and Becky couldn’t hold
back a gasp, even though she knew it was bad manners to do so. But
his hair was so long! Like a waterfall spun from midnight dreams,
cascading to his shoulders. Very fine and thin. The longest hair
she’d ever seen on any man. Not counting the Indians, of course and
they didn’t count. Some of the tame Sioux that hung around the
cavalry forts, the ‘Laramie loafers’ as they were called, they
mostly had long hair as well. But that was matted and greasy. Not
like this man’s.

The other thing her short life on the
frontier had taught Becky was to look and see what sort of a gun a
man carried and whether he wore it low on the hip like a
gun-fighter or high up like cowboys. Most men they saw used their
pistols as working tools, often knocking in a nail with the butt,
rather than going for any fancy Mexican rigs and fast draws. And
most wore either old Army or Navy Colts from the War, or some had
the new Colt forty-five. Luke was saving up for one, hoping to buy
it through the store before the Fall.

The stranger didn’t have a pistol.

There was a strange holster, tied to his
right thigh. Too big and deep for a hand-gun, with what looked like
the stock of a scatter-gun tucked into it. It was a puzzle. The
other side there was another sheath with the metal hilt of what
looked like a very long knife protruding from it, the bright sun
glinting on the handle.

‘Goin’ far, Mister?’ asked Luke Barrell, also
puzzled by the look of the stranger, wishing that his own gun was
nearer to hand instead of being propped up on the porch by the
front door of the cabin. There was something to this man that he
couldn’t figure. Something that made him feel damned uneasy.
Something mean about the stranger, even though he spoke real soft
and friendly.

‘Some,’ replied the man.

‘Didn’t catch your name, Mister. I’m Luke
Barrell.’

‘Didn’t give it. I’m grateful for the water,
Mister Barrell.’

The voice was uncanny. Nearly as soft as a
woman’s.

Luke was reminded of a finger-nail rubbing
down a piece of black velvet.

But the man didn’t look soft. Hard and lean
as whipcord, thought Luke. Every move balanced and easy. The eyes
shadowed pits in the hollows of the narrow face, ridged above high
cheekbones. Difficult to see in the shadow, but the eyes didn’t
seem to have any true color.

To be so dark they were almost black. Like
everything else about the stranger. Excepting for the bright yellow
neckerchief that the man had hung over the edge of the well while
he drank deep from the dipper and bucket.

‘See any Indian sign, Mister ... ?’

‘Name’s Crow, Mister Barrell. And no, I
haven’t seen any Indian sign. And I’m not married. I like simple
food. I’m on my way up north to Fort Buford, where the Missouri
meets the Yellowstone, to join my unit. I’m a Lieutenant in the
First Squadron of the Third Cavalry. I hope to be there in two
days. I’ll be on my way in a half hour when I’ve rested my horse.
Any other damned questions you might be askin’ me?’

There was so much pent-up anger and
bitterness in the stranger’s words that Luke Barrell took a step
backwards, his hand coming up as if to protect his face from a
blow.

‘Jesus, Mister ... Crow ... I didn’t ...
’

‘Sure you didn’t. Folks never do. I see them
all the damned time, Barrell. Men with small minds and women with
big mouths. Sometimes folks with both. Makes me sick to my guts how
they won’t leave a man to hisself. Now I’ve asked you for water and
I’ve thanked you for it. If’n you want money for it then there’s
Army scrip you can have.’

‘No, it’s not ... ’ he saw his young daughter
staring open-mouthed at the scene and turned on her. ‘Becky, you go
inside and get on with the meal, you hear!’

‘Takin’ it out on the kid won’t make you any
more of a man, Barrell,’ said the man called Crow, wiping his mouth
and spitting out the trail dust from his throat.

‘Never you mind, Mister. Just get your water
and get out of here. Quick as you like.’

‘I’m goin’, Mister Barrell. But if’n I wasn’t
then you and me might have a fallin’ out about talkin’ like
that.’

The voice was still quiet and low. Not a hint
of being raised in anger. Yet Barrell shuddered as if someone had
walked across his grave. He stepped back towards the house.

Suddenly, the dog, Bart, snarled deep in its
throat and made a quick, crabbing run towards the stranger, leaping
up at where the yellow bandana hung in the breeze, snapping at it
and carrying it off in its jaws in triumph. .

‘Bart!’ cried the little girl, dropping her
doll in the dirt and moving a few steps towards the dog.

‘Drop it, you hear,’ yelled Luke Barrell, not
wanting to give the tall stranger any excuse for causing
trouble.

But the dog took no notice of either of them,
scampering a few yards to the shade of the barn wall where it
hunkered down and dropped the bandana in front of it, looking up as
though daring anyone to come and take it, still growling deep in
its throat.

Barrell shrugged his shoulders and turned to
face the man in black with an apologetic smile on his face.

‘Heck Lieutenant Crow, I’m surely sorry about
this. Bart’s a fine watch-dog and he’s good with kids. Don’t
normally take on like this with folks when ... ’

The words faded away in his throat as he
looked at the stranger’s eyes, not seeing the friendly response
he’d expected.

Luke had thought there might be a touch of
exasperation, but that wasn’t what he saw in Crow’s face.

Not at all.

The eyes were like mirrored pools of
blackness at the shadowed end of a box canyon. Still and empty. And
cold.

‘Your animal’s got my bandana,’ he said,
voice scarcely a whisper in the Dakota morning.

‘Sure. Sure, Lieutenant. I’ll get it. Becky!
Go get the ’kerchief off that damned mutt. Quickly!’

But Bart wasn’t in the mood for giving up his
newly-won treasure without a chase and some fun. The hound had
taken an instinctive dislike to the tall stranger in black and that
same instinct told it to keep well clear of him. As the little girl
scampered towards it, hand stretched for the golden bandana, the
dog growled and backed off, vanishing around the corner of the
barn.

‘I’m near finished here, Mister,’ said Crow.
‘If’n I don’t have that back in two minutes from now, then I’ll
take it and you can live on with the consequences.’

As he finished talking he fished inside the
pocket of his vest and pulled out a gold hunter watch, clicking
open the case and looking down at the white face with its Roman
numerals. The sun was bright and warm, reflecting off the polished
case of the watch, making Luke Barrell blink, his eyes
watering.

‘Look, Lieutenant ... ’ he began, looking
round to see Becky still pursuing the panting dog, trailing the
bandana behind it.

‘One minute and three-quarters, Mister
Barrell. If’n you and the girl are fond of that animal, you better
get your ass movin’ after it. I’m not a man to waste words.’

Luke Barrell guessed that.

‘Don’t hurt the dog, Lieutenant,’ he begged.
Feeling a nerve beginning to work beneath his right eye.

‘I don’t aim to hurt it much,’ replied
Crow.

The farmer shuddered as though a cold blue
norther had swung across the Plains, but the sun still shone and
the sky was blue as blue. In the house he could still hear the
merry laughter of his three youngest children and Becky had
cornered Bart against the corral fence, bending down in front of
it, scolding the panting animal.

‘You got less than a minute,’ said the lean
stranger.

‘Come on, girl. Get the Lieutenant’s bandana
for him. Quick! He’s getting impatient with the waitin’ for
it.’

‘Half a minute.’

‘Come on, Becky!’ Barrell couldn’t hide the
tense anxiety running through him.

‘Bart. You’re a naughty boy. Momma’ll spank
you if’n you don’t give that up right now.’

The girl didn’t realize. Still intent on
playing with her beloved dog, enjoying the teasing. Reaching out
for the stained bandana, and giggling when Bart snarled at her,
snatching it up in his slavering jaws and holding it tight.

‘Land’s sakes, Bart,’ sighed Becky
exasperatedly. ‘You are a dreadful dog. Mister Crow here is going
to get mighty ... ’

‘Time’s up,’ said Crow, snapping shut the
hunter’s golden case and sliding it back in
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