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Women spell trouble ... Kidnap spells
death!

The Willard brothers didn’t know what they
were letting themselves in for when they

took Ben King’s wife off the train. She was
beautiful and her husband was rich …

Rich enough to hire Jared Hawk to bring his
wife back and kill the men who took her.

Hawk didn’t like King’s methods, but the big
man’s money spoke loud enough to persuade him, so he took the job.
It didn’t look too difficult …

Not until he got tangled up in a spider’s web
of lethal intrigue.

But Hawk had a way of solving problems … with
a .45 caliber lead slug!
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You helped me laugh in the face of the fire,
and I thank you.

For Linda Sontag and Jim Miles

 



Chapter One

 


THE MAN WITH the black leather glove
covering his left hand looked like he was having trouble fastening
his fingers around the glass. He wasn’t drunk: there was something
about the set of his features, something about his cool eyes that
suggested he never took too much liquor. The problem lay in the
functioning of his hand: the fingers were stiff, barely able to
curl about the narrow shot glass, relying on the thumb to add the
pressure necessary to hold the thing. He could have used his right
hand … that was normal, the skin tanned a deep brown that matched
his face … but that, he kept by his right side, close to the butt
of the Colt’s .45 Frontier model nestled inside the
smoothly-polished cutaway holster tied down to his right hip. It
was a curious rig, a standard gun belt made different by the work
put into it. Work that marked the man as a shootist, a pistoleer.
The pistol holster was integral with the belt, the scabbard riveted
in place so that the muzzle of the Colt angled slightly forwards,
the butt canting back for a fast draw. On the left side there was a
second holster, a purpose-built sheath of polished leather that
held a single-barrel 10-gauge Meteor shotgun, the tube of the
barrel cut down to no more than twelve inches, the stock cut away
and rounded off to form a pistol grip. It was an ugly weapon,
menacing in its potential for devastation.

The man himself had an air of
menace about him. It was not something that could be easily
defined, but rather a kind of aura; a feeling. He was young, not
clear of his twenties, but hard, with the kind of face women might
find handsome … and dangerous. There was an alertness to his eyes
and the stance of his body that suggested the ability to spring
into sudden, lethal movement; a cold, calculating set to his
features as he scanned the big room and sipped his whiskey. Black
hair curled over the collar of a white shirt fastened at the neck
with a black
string tie. A black leather vest was buttoned over his leanly
muscled chest, the material more worn than that of the jacket and
matching pants. They looked new, the creases still neat, as if the
suit was recently bought. His boots were older, but fresh-polished.
He looked like a gunfighter. The two bouncers manning the door of
the Elysium
Palace had
noted that when he came in. And hoped he wouldn’t make
trouble.

Alice Fay had noted it, too. But mostly she
had noted that he was good-looking and had plenty of money. That
was her main consideration, the money: it had been a slow night.
The buffalo hunters weren’t coming into Denver any more, not now
that the herds were mostly shot out; and it was too late in the
year for the trail drives. So a working girl had to take her
chances on picking up customers, and hope to put enough aside to
see her through the winter. Alice checked her face in the little
mirror she kept in her clutch bag and sauntered over to where the
man stood.

‘Buy a girl a drink?’ she asked,
insinuating a hip against the bar so that her crimson dress rode a
little higher over her stockinged knee.

The man took his eyes off the chorus line
executing flabby-thighed kicks above the lamps at the edge of the
stage and shrugged. The barkeep had already set a fresh glass in
place, so he filled it, not bothering to move it towards the
woman.

She picked it up and took a drink before she
asked, ‘What’s your name?’

‘Hawk,’ he said. ‘Jared
Hawk.’

‘I’m Alice,’ she said. ‘What you
doing in Denver?’

‘Drinking.’ Hawk shrugged.
‘Seeing the sights.’

Alice laughed. She still had good teeth, and
she liked to show them off. She put her glass down, bending
forwards to do it so that her cleavage was emphasized: it would be
easier to get settled with this one than to try picking up someone
else. Besides, he looked fairly clean.

‘I could show you some sights,’
she said. ‘Take you to wonderland.’

‘Yeah,’ Hawk acknowledged.
‘Maybe.’

Alice moved a little further down the bar,
lifting one high-heeled foot so that her knee touched his
thigh.

‘You staying long?’ she
asked.

Hawk shrugged again: ‘Maybe. Maybe not. It
depends.’

‘On what?’ asked Alice. ‘What
line of work you in?’

‘Money,’ said Hawk. ‘I do what
pays.’

Alice laughed, beginning to feel a little
nervous. But he had money.

She said: ‘I got a room upstairs. We could
take the bottle up. They can send dinner.’

Hawk looked at her properly for the first
time. Under the make-up she was around thirty. Not too pretty, but
not ugly. The dress was viciously corseted, but her breasts looked
firm and she had good legs. Good teeth, too. There were no signs of
pox. And it had been a long time.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let’s
go.’

The woman smiled at him and emptied her
glass. ‘Follow me.’

Hawk picked up the bottle and the glasses
and followed her across the saloon to the wide, carpeted stairs
leading up to the balcony. He watched her hips sway as she
climbed.

And further down the room three men watched
him.

One was a big man wearing an expensively-cut
gray business suit. Hand-tailored, the cloth hung in smooth, pricey
folds from broad shoulders that looked capable of delivering one of
the meaty fists in a punch savage enough to belie the softness of
the face. Good living was beginning to flesh out the planes of the
man’s face, adding a softness to the cheeks, a fold of jowls
beneath his jaw. He wore a white shirt with a wide, silk tie, gray
and knotted at the neck with a pearl stickpin holding it against
the collar. His hair was thick and brown, fading down into wide,
carefully-trimmed sideburns worn in the latest fashion. A mustache
that was tinged with more ginger than brown covered his upper lip.
Like his sideburns, it was neatly trimmed, with an overlay of
pomade.

His companions were less
affluent, less assured. One was tall and thin, his face yellow
rather than tan, with greasy black hair and a mean set to his eyes.
He wore a black suit, not unlike Hawk’s in its store-bought
uniformity, with the pants tucked inside hand-tooled boots with little silver
spurs on the heels. A gun belt spanned his narrow waist, the butts
of a matched pair of S&W Schofields protruding forwards,
cross-draw style, from under his coat.

The third man was shorter, but heavier than
either of his companions. He wore a dark brown broadcloth suit that
looked in danger of bursting at the seams, the buttons of his vest
straining where they fastened the cloth together over his spreading
belly. Under his coat the straps of a shoulder holster were
visible, the rubber grips of a Merwin & Hulbert .44-40 Pocket
Army revolver showing above the smooth leather. He was bald, the
only hair on his head the strands greased over his ears to join the
whiskers that ran down his face into a thick beard. The beard was
gray.

‘That’s Jared Hawk,’ he said. ‘I
seen him before, in Tularosa.’

‘And you say he’s good?’ The big,
brown-haired man tilted a bottle of genuine Scotch whisky over the
glasses. ‘He could handle it?’

‘We could handle it, Mr. King.’
The bald man stared moodily at his glass.

‘I didn’t ask you that,’ said
King. ‘I need you here. In case. Besides, it’s better I get someone
doesn’t know me.’

‘All right.’ The bald man
shrugged. ‘Then, yes: he’s good. He could do it.’

King nodded. Then: ‘He come expensive?’

‘Depends,’ said the bald man.
‘Way I heard it; he works for what he needs. Right now he looks to
have money. He might cost you.’

King sipped more whisky before he spoke
again.

‘Ask him,’ he said at last.
‘Offer him five hundred.’

‘An’ if he don’t take it?’ asked
the bald man. ‘What then?’

‘Persuade him,’ said
King.

The thin man chuckled. It was the first
sound he had made since the conversation began.

 


For a thirty-year-old whore
Alice Fay was in remarkably good shape. For seven of her years she
had been married to the farmer who took her from her parents when she was
just fifteen. Her parents had been dirt prospectors in the Kansas
flatlands, grubbing out a living from the dry black soil that was
barely enough to support them, let alone their five children. Alice
was the eldest, and when Jimmy Reagan had come sparking round the
farm her parents had been delighted at the prospect of getting her
off their hands. And Jimmy hadn’t been a bad man. He had a silver
tongue that spun dreams of wealth and comfort in California, or
maybe Oregon, or Washington, or Texas. Wherever a new life
suggested opportunities for success; for riches.

They were wed when Alice was
three months past her sixteenth birthday and one month pregnant.
Jimmy was twenty, his parents gave him a wagon; hers gave them two
broken-down plough horses to pull it. And the couple set off for
California. Along the way Jimmy heard about a gold strike in
Montana and turned the wagon north. In Wyoming the horses died, so
Jimmy got a job on a ranch and Alice cooked. Then Jimmy fell in
with a fast-talking bunch who persuaded him that taking cows was
easier and more profitable than herding them: he got out of the
territory one short gallop ahead of a regulator called Hart. Alice
joined him in Crystal City, where he was working behind a bar. It
didn’t pay much, and when she had the child they had even less. The
baby died one cold Montana winter and in the spring Jimmy quit his
job and announced they were moving south to Oregon. He got a job on
the waterfront in Astoria, then signed on with a whaling crew. Six
months later Alice decided she had had enough. Jimmy came home
talking about a whaler out of Monterey and how they should move
down the coast to where the real money was. Alice told him to go.
She bought herself a one-way ticket for as far as her money
stretched and wound up in Denver. She had no particular assets
other than a natural prettiness and a cynical disbelief in the
reliability of men: she made money the only way she could. Whoring.
During the last seven years she had managed to live in reasonable
comfort, not caring much … or even thinking much ... mostly just
earning her keep and trying to avoid disease. She
had been lucky: she
had succeeded. She was clean, and from a one-room shack had worked
her way up to a regular room in the Elysium Palace.

Hawk looked at her as he forked the last of
his steak into his mouth. She had taken off her dress and the
bright red whalebone corset underneath. Now she sat … relaxed, it
seemed … in a dark blue robe that threw the pale blonde strands of
her hair into bright contrast. Her body, he had noticed, was still
firm, the breasts sagging just a little, the stomach just a bit
distended. But overall, better than most of the whores a man could
expect to find in a wide-open town like Denver.

She drained her glass and stood up, letting
the robe fall open.

‘Well?’ she asked. ‘You
ready?’

Hawk nodded. ‘Why not?’

She let the robe slide over her shoulders to
the floor and eased back onto the bed. Hawk went over to the
window, checking that the frame was locked shut and the curtains
drawn. Then he checked the door. When he was confident the room was
secure, he took off his own clothes, hanging them from the pegs set
inside the wardrobe. He settled his gun belt on the floor at the
right-hand side of the wide bed.

‘Your glove,’ said Alice. ‘You
left it on.’

‘Yeah,’ said Hawk. ‘I
did.’

‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Take it
off.’

He shook his head, his mind going back in
time even as he told her to keep her mouth closed. Back to the
past...

Back to the day that had made him what he
was ...

 


Iowa ...

One warm August evening
...

The evening his father had come home drunk
again, challenging his eldest son when Jared called for him to quit
beating his wife. Challenging Jared and driving a pitchfork through
the boy’s left hand, crippling it forever, leaving his son with
hooked and withered fingers. Mostly leaving him with hate filling
his soul.

Jared had run. Run west until he dropped
from the horse he had stolen from his father and found refuge with
a farming family. A refuge that lasted until he was healed and the
wanderlust hit him. He had drifted north, working his way as a
muleskinner, a stagecoach guard, a scout. Finally realizing his
natural skill with guns and becoming what he was now...

A hired gun.

 


‘No,’ he said. ‘I never take it
off. Forget it.’

An experienced whore, Alice knew better than
to argue.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘Whatever
you say.’

‘Yeah,’ said Hawk.

And rolled over so that his arms folded
round her and the memories got lost in the wet warmth of her mouth
and the soft, welcoming folds of her body.

After a while, when he was spent, he closed
his eyes and went to sleep. His arms stayed around the woman,
cradling her body against his. Tight, as though he needed some of
the comfort in the night.

She was surprised at how gentle he had
been.

 



Chapter Two

 


COLD GRAY LIGHT filtered sullenly through an
overlay of low cloud. The air was cool, carrying the threat of
rain. Hawk shivered and drew back inside the room, closing the
window. From the warmth of the bed, the woman’s face peeked out,
eyes blurred with mistiness of sleep and the aftermath of sex. Her
make-up was smudged and her hair tousled. Somehow that made her
look more vulnerable.

She stretched, yawning, letting the covers
fall from her breasts. Then smiled at him, moving the sheets in
unmistakable invitation.

‘No thanks.’ Hawk shook his
head.

She pouted, not meaning it, but playing the
part expected of her. Hawk grinned and palmed twenty dollars onto
the washstand. It was more than she had expected … more than he had
expected to pay … and he wasn’t even sure why he did it.

‘That’s too much,’ she said,
staring at the money.

‘Take it,’ said Hawk. ‘Don’t
argue with it.’

Alice shrugged and left the money where it
lay.

‘You coming back?’ she
asked.

‘Maybe.’ Hawk belted his guns
around his waist. Settled his hat in place. ‘I don’t
know.’

Alice nodded, tucking the covers up round
her chin and letting herself shiver now that the moment of
enticement had passed.

‘I’ll be here,’ she said. ‘If you
want me again. I’m always here.’

‘Yeah.’ Hawk nodded. ‘I’ll
remember.’

She watched him go out through
the door. One more john. One more night in the endless string that
stretched out behind her and out in front of her. She wondered how
many more like him there would be. Then she thought about the money
he had left: too much, more than she deserved. And shrugged,
slipping clear of
the bed to scoop up the notes and deposit them in the little box
hidden under a loose board in the wardrobe. A strange kind of man,
she decided. Lonely. And maybe not so hard as he
appeared.

 


Hawk entertained no such philosophical
thoughts. One appetite had been satisfied, now it was replaced with
another. He went down the stairs past a gray-haired Negro wielding
a broom with fanatic energy and stepped onto the street. Denver was
already awake. The stores were open and people were moving about
Main Street. Somewhere further up the wide drag, a calliope was
blaring strident sound into the morning. He couldn’t recognize the
tune. He shivered in the chilly air, buttoning his coat and turning
up the collar against the wind blowing down from the high reaches
of the Great Divide. Off in the distance, where the rail tracks of
the Kansas Pacific ran in through the mess of stock pens and
warehouses, a locomotive gusted a single lonely shriek of expelled
steam. Hawk’s boots clattered on the frosty sidewalk as he headed
in the direction of the eatery he had been using since getting into
town.

The place was rich with the smell of coffee
and frying. He took a
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