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	Slowly he saw the girlish mischief fade from her face to be replaced by something infinitely deeper and stronger. He set his empty glass aside, not taking his eyes off her. She did likewise. They embraced, and at first they kissed gently and hesitantly. But then an urgency came into it. She kissed him eagerly, hungrily, and her hands moved over his body. It had taken a long time with this angel-faced gift … but suddenly Savage felt that old familiar feeling again.

	His hands were on her shoulders. She unbuttoned the bodice of her gown. He slipped the dress off her shoulders and it slithered to the floor. Her breasts were like marble—firm, tip-tilted and delicately veined. A soft rustle of cloth, a quick intake of breath and she stood naked before him. Her loveliness seemed to dazzle him. He barely remembered stripping off his shirt while she unbuckled his heavy gunrig. His naked back gleamed like beaten bronze in the dim light as he carried her to the bed. Her mouth took his hungrily and she drew him down with her, into Paradise—or as close as any hard-nosed drifter was likely to get on this earth.
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	One – The Wages of Sin

	 

	The reverend’s face turned beet red. “Lust is the curse of the West!” he loudly proclaimed.

	That caused the congregation to sit up and take notice. They didn’t mind sermons on vanity, covetousness, envy and sloth, which aroused little excitement. But lust? That was a different kettle of fish. Lust was a topic a God-fearing citizen could really get his teeth into on a bright Sunday morning.

	“Sins of the flesh,” continued the man of God, warming to the task, “are the great corruptors of our moral fiber, the paramount threat to our Christian morality, and the monstrous evil that may well destroy our fair town in the way of Sodom and Gomorrah in Biblical days.”

	By the time he got that far, there wasn’t a window-gazer or a secret snoozer to be seen. He had their complete and undivided attention. He paused to wipe his forehead with a snowy kerchief and gazed with soulful eyes above their heads out into the hot, dusty street. The sole sign of life was a scrofulous Mexican propping up a lamppost on the street corner opposite.

	Sight of the big-hatted, narrow-gutted Mexican distracted the Reverend Homer Pollick for a moment. Few Mexicans ever made it to Nazarene, and that was how Pollick liked it. As far as he was concerned, everybody from south of the border was full of lust, and dishonest to boot.

	The reverend sighed before continuing. With so much evil in the world, sometimes the burden seemed too heavy. But manfully, he faced up to his mission once again. He filled his lungs with hot air and gave it to them straight.

	“Salome, Cleopatra, the queen of Sheba and Tough Kitty Scott,” he boomed—and Nazarene’s Tough Kitty would likely have been proud to find herself included in such exalted company. “What do they all have in common, you may ask, my dearest brothers and sisters? Faith? Hope? Charity? Indeed not ... although it has come to my attention that Tough Kitty has blasphemously dubbed her three newest fallen doves by those very names. No, my children, their common denominator, their shared grossness and their eventual perdition was our old and most tenacious enemy ...” He paused and jabbed his forefinger into the air over his head.

	“Madame Lust! And may her name be cursed through all eternity.”

	The reverend spoke like a man who knew a lot about his chosen subject, and there probably wasn’t a parishioner present who was ignorant of the fact that their fifty-year-old shepherd had a twenty-two-year old wife with a figure that could have landed her a job at Tough Kitty’s any day of the week.

	Her name was Emmylou, and at that very moment, as her husband gave Madame Lust the brunt of his wrath from his lofty pulpit in the white-painted Church of the Resurrection, she was lying naked in the arms of a man with a black mustache who was smoking a Mexican cigar.

	The name of the cigar was Corillo, and the name of the smoker was Savage. Clint Savage—drifter, fighter, troublemaker, troubleshooter, soldier of fortune and, regrettably, a follower of Madame Lust.

	“There’s worse things than lust,” Savage had said to his sometime Mexican friend when posting him on the corner as lookout before climbing the stairs to the reverend’s young wife. “Bein’ broke for one, losin’ your false teeth in a poker game, or even bein’ born south of the Rio Grande. Give me lust any old day against stuff like that. Now you keep sharp or you might never enjoy a moment’s lust again.”

	His little speech had been prompted both by the church sign advertising the day’s topic and certain critical remarks from Yaqui Joe. He criticized people who jumped into bed with the wives of men of God, while the husbands were actively engaged in their work of trying to purge the licentious citizenry of Nazarene of sin.

	“One day, Savage,” Yaqui Joe had warned, “It will be the wrong bed at the wrong time and the wrong husband. Then ...” He drew a dirty finger across his scrawny neck. “Finito.”

	Savage might have found the Mexican’s exhortation on morality more convincing were not Yaqui Joe one of the most dedicated horse thieves ever to come out of Sonora.

	But even had the Mexican been a saint, it’s unlikely that anything would have kept the big stranger to Nazarene away from the Pollick’s handsome frame house on Elm Street that bright morning. Savage had been a week in the wilds, the reverend’s wife was more than willing, and there was the knowledge that should danger threaten, his lookout would sound an early warning.

	So Savage stroked a soft breast and puffed on his aromatic cigar while Homer Pollick’s righteous voice echoed faintly from around the corner.

	“... Show me a man who is the slave of lust and l will show you a hollow shell.”

	The reverend’s wife giggled against Savage’s muscular shoulder.

	“That’s Homer—hollow.”

	Savage had very expressive black eyebrows. He arched one at her now.

	“Are you sayin’ the reverend’s a lustful hombre, Brown-eyes?”

	She enumerated on her fingers. “Pride, covetousness, lust, envy, anger and gluttony. Homer’s good at them all.”

	“Wait a minute, that’s only six. Ain’t there supposed to be seven deadly sins?”

	“Surely. I left out sloth.” She giggled again. “Homer is too busy chasing a dollar and me to get lazy.”

	Her giggle irritated Savage. But not her pearly white teeth, rosy nipples or creamy curves. And somehow, all this talk about lust was giving him that old familiar feeling again ...

	Stubbing out his cigar, he turned to her and time passed unnoticed until they heard a door bang downstairs.

	“Who’s that?” whispered Savage, sitting up sharply. Still languorous, brown-eyed Emmylou purred. “Who cares, Savage? Come back here to me, you wonderful brute.”

	But Savage was not so easily reassured. He had seen too much danger and survived too many narrow squeaks to allow himself to be complacent. Swinging his feet to the floor, he sat with his head to one side, listening. He didn’t have to wait long.

	“Sweetie-pie! Where are you?”

	The reverend’s voice!

	The woman came out of the rumpled bed as though fired from a gun while Savage leapt for the chair that held his clothes. Emmylou was a picture of lush, pink beauty as she flashed past to grab her robe, but Savage didn’t even notice. He was too busy hauling on his pants while cursing fiercely: “Where is that son of a bitch Mex? Why didn’t he whistle?” Footsteps sounded on the stairs.

	“Yoo hoo, Sweetie-pie! Your poochie is home!” All that ranting about lust had had its effect on Pollick.

	Boots slung over one shoulder and gunbelt over the other, Savage rushed to the window and looked out. He was twenty feet above the alleyway, and the only thing that looked remotely like an escape route was the drainpipe.

	“I’ll disembowel that chili-eatin’ greaser,” he vowed passionately as he flung a powerful leg over the sill. “I’ll—”

	“Savage, you didn’t kiss me goodbye.”

	He was so stunned by the irrelevance of the statement that he froze on the sill for a moment—long enough for Emmylou to fling her arms around his neck and kiss him on the lips.

	Savage cursed and slid down the drainpipe to land almost on top of a curly-headed dwarf who cursed him roundly in a brogue as thick as an Irish peat bog.

	“And just what do you think you’re playin’ at, you great overgrown lummox?”

	“Hush up, for God’s sake, man!” Savage implored, donning his boots and gunbelt as voices sounded from above.

	“What? Afraid I’ll be for tellin’ the Orangeman you’ve been dancin’ the jig with his lawful-wedded wife, are you?”

	Savage seriously considered flattening the runt right then and there. The thought of landing a haymaker on his jaw, or putting the boot into his low-to-the-ground crotch, was tempting—anything to silence him before he blabbered too much.

	But the Irish leprechaun forestalled him. “Want to buy me off, lummox?” he enquired. “Well, you can, y’know.”

	“How?” Savage was desperate. He could hear the parson’s steps nearing the bedroom window. “Name your price.”

	“Come a-drinkin’ with me at the saloon.”

	Savage’s jaw sagged. “Is that all? But why—?”

	“Will you be doin’ it?” the runt broke in. Savage nodded and they both looked upwards as Homer Pollick’s curious head appeared at the window. “Ahh, and the top of the mornin’ to you, Reverend,” he greeted. “And sure it was a fine sermon you were for givin’ us this mornin’. Ain’t that so, me friend?”

	“To be sure,” said Savage, lapsing into the idiom. He pulled his hat over his face. “Well, we’d better be on our way ... friend.”

	“Me own thoughts exactly,” his pint-sized companion answered, tipping his hard-hitter hat to the man above. “Good day to ye, Parson Pollick ... and me best to your bonny wife.”

	They went off down the alleyway, the Irishman barely reaching the elbow of the wide-shouldered man in the jet-black shirt. Savage didn’t look back. He was still sweating. He shot a glance down at his companion and saw that, for a midget, he was strongly built with plenty of weight and muscle in his chest and shoulders. He was dressed in a blue shirt and denim pants and radiated a certain hard-tongued authority when he spoke.

	“The Rebstock Saloon’s around by the hotel, Savage. We’ll be for drinkin’ there.”

	Savage glanced back before they turned the corner. The parson’s upper window was empty. He heaved a sigh of relief. “How’d you know my name, sawn-off?”

	The Irishman mimicked, “Oh, Savage, ye didn’t kiss me goodbye.” He smiled maliciously. “I’m tellin’ ye it’s comin’ to somethin’ when a law-abidin’ and God-fearin’ citizen can’t be walkin’ to the tavern for somethin’ to wet his whistle without philanderers droppin’ on him from the skies.” He pointed. “There’s the Rebstock.”

	Although in dire need of a drink, Savage was more interested in his companion.

	“Who the hell are you?” he demanded.

	“Dinny Flarety, works ganger for the C and N Railroad.”

	That figured, Savage thought. There was big railroad construction going on in Starrett County with not one, but two outfits stringing steel towards Nazarene. Railroads employed a lot of men who made big money, and big money attracted men like himself who had no great love for regular work. Savage had come to Nazarene to pick up some easy money at the gaming tables, but so far, had been otherwise occupied.

	“Uh-huh,” he grunted. “And how come you were ready to bail me out with the reverend for the price of a drink? You busted?”

	“No, hated.”

	“Huh?”

	“Nobody’ll drink with me.”

	“Why not?”

	“Well, the lads on the C and N hate me on account they reckon I drive ’em too hard, while the Midwest boys hate everyone from the C and N.” He shrugged. “The towners seem to think that because so many fellers hate me, there must be somethin’ wrong with me. So they won’t have nothin’ to do with me. But I suppose the fact that I think they’re a bunch of milksop sissies, and ain’t afraid to tell ’em so, don’t make them warm to me any at all.”

	“I can understand that.”

	Flarety looked up. “Ye can? Ye know, to me ye don’t look smart enough to understand your ass from your elbow, Savage.”

	Savage nodded. Now he was sure he understood why Mr. Dinny Flarety was short of friends. The little bastard was a big-mouthed jerk. Still, a bargain was a bargain, and he was prepared to see it through.

	He led the way to the Rebstock Saloon and was mounting the broad steps when a window shattered and the clarion cry of ‘Fight!’ sounded from within.

	The Rebstock’s barmen hastily grabbed their more expensive bottles of liquor and shoved them under the counter for safekeeping as, over by the piano, Big Mick Dolan broke a chair across the hard head of Conway Fullerton.

	A bottle flew, a burly figure in railroader’s blue leapt the piano to get at a rival, a percenter screamed, the saloonkeeper looked heavenwards—and the fracas was on for real.

	Henry Jack, the man who’d started it, was giving a good account of himself in the front corner. He was the biggest and toughest tracklayer on the C and N’s payroll. He had taken exception to a Midwest tie cutter’s interest in his girl, and had seized the opportunity to prove he could whip any man from the rival outfit, as well as his own.

	So far he had put two Midwest men on the floor but now Boley O’Quinn was coming at him with a broken chair leg, and brawny O’Quinn could whip his weight in wildcats.

	The Rebstock rocked as the brawl gained momentum, a scene that was becoming more and more familiar to Nazarene as the ‘Great Railroad Race’ heated up.

	The race had been underway for several months since the C and N and Midwest had each decided to string branch lines from the main East-West Railroad to Nazarene. The railroad’s intention was to tap the rich cattle market of Endless Valley, of which Nazarene was the principal and central town.

	Why the railroads had been unable to get together and reach a compromise deal on the project, nobody in Nazarene seemed quite sure. It was said the two outfits had always been enemies, which, perhaps, explained it. Or maybe they just liked to fight. Certainly their red-faced and blue-garbed laborers seemed to enjoy it, judging by the venom and energy they put into the current debate.

	The brawl seemed confined to the far side of the big barroom as Savage and his new ‘friend’ walked in. Savage paused to watch one railroader belabor another with a broken roulette wheel until a third intervened and knocked the wheel-wielder silly with a perfectly-timed blow from a bung-starter.

	“Nice town you got here, Flarety,” Savage grunted as they headed for the bar.

	“It’s like every other town,” came the cynical reply. “A fine place with only one big drawback—people. Hey you fat-nosed heathen, set up two of your biggest beers and be quick about it.”

	Men on either side turned, looked, then looked away again. They wore similar expressions of dislike that was also reflected on the face of the barman as he drew their beers.

	“They all hate me,” Flarety reiterated. “But they don’t dare do anythin’ about it because of me size.” He laughed heartily. “Now ain’t that a fine state of affairs? I can say and do what I like and get away with it on account of I’m too small to slug. But I’ll wager every man is itchin’ to wrangle with a big lump like yourself.”

	True enough. Savage had had more fights than a soldier ant. His body was liberally scarred by fists, boots and missiles. He had five bullet scars and one long line down his ribs that was a memento of a Turkish sailor’s attempt to skewer him with a scimitar during an argument over a dice game in New Orleans. He was aggressive, impatient and short-tempered, and had more natural talent for attracting trouble than a Comanche buck in war paint at a West Point passing-out parade.

	Even so, Savage wouldn’t have traded all his scars and wounds to be eighteen inches shorter and have a personality like a Gila monster.

	“Why don’t we quit talkin’ and start drinkin’?” he suggested.

	“The first sensible thing ye’ve said, boyo. Down the hatch, bottoms up and mud in your evil eye.”

	They drank. The attention of the other drinkers was diverted from the formidable stranger in the black shirt and his short-assed associate, when a two-hundred-pound miner was thrown through a side window to land, noisily, atop a hog wallowing in a muddy pool in the alley outside.

	A bowlegged cowboy socked a broken-nosed miner and then two railroaders jumped the cowboy and took turns kicking
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