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  Chapter One


  THE KIOWA APPROACHED the wash from
three directions, confident of an easy kill. They had been trailing
the man in the gray clothes for the better part of a day, deeming
him a preferable quarry to the deer they had set out to hunt. He
looked like an easy target: a man riding alone where most people –
white people, at least – moved in groups. In addition, he did not
look like a cowboy or Indian Fighter, who might give them trouble.
Rather, he looked like a drummer who should be traveling on a stage
coach, or driving a wagon loaded with liquor or patent
medicines.


  He was a small man, several inches
under six feet, dressed in a three-piece suit of gray material,
with a curly-brimmed derby to match. The dark leather of a gun belt
spanned his narrow waist, the holster dragged round to his left hip
to facilitate a draw from horseback, and the stock of a Spencer
carbine jutted from the scabbard strapped to the right side of his
horse. The pony interested the Kiowa, for it was a big piebald, a
cross breed that mingled mustang bloodlines with those of a quarter
horse: a worthwhile prize. Of equal practical value were the two
guns, though after the horse the thing the braves wanted most was
the gleaming gold Hunter watch set in the pocket of the man’s vest,
the chain spanning his flat stomach.


  The Kiowa had watched him dismount and
begin a small fire as the pale spring sun eased down behind the
distant bulk of the Sangre de Cristo range. They got their own fire
going as darkness fell over the open plains of northern Texas, and
discussed the distribution of loot.


  As the oldest warrior present, and the
leader of the party, Thunder Rider claimed the horse and the watch.
Little Eagle was to get the carbine; Tall Pony would have the
handgun. And Coyote – the youngest of the Kiowa – could pick over
the clothes.


  They decided to attack just after
dawn.


  The night was cold, for the lingering
hints of winter were not yet dispersed by the early warmth of the
spring. The first grass was already burgeoning from the plains, and
the streams were almost empty of ice now, but the nights still fell
chill and lonely. The buffalo had not turned north yet and game
remained scarce on the prairie, thus rendering a lone traveler that
much more tempting a prey to the hostiles.


  They settled down to sleep with their
weapons wrapped beside them in the buffalo-hide robes, each man’s
pony tethered to his owner’s ankle for safety.


  The gray mist of the false dawn saw
the Indians shaking hoar frost from their robes. Chomping on dried
meat, they fed their mounts and then checked their weapons. Only
Thunder Rider boasted a gun: an ancient, single-shot Henry; the
others carried bows with quivers of flint-tipped arrows strung over
their shoulders. They all wore knives and tomahawks on their belts,
but as they moved out through the misty stillness they left their
lances as hitching posts for the mustangs.


  They drifted forwards, like wraiths,
moving towards the wash and the easy pickings there.


  Jubal Cade woke at about the same
time. He shivered, throwing his blanket aside as a bird trilled
from the limbs of a big saguaro, and stood up, stretching
vigorously. His shoulders cracked as he worked the kinks of a
night’s sleep free of his tired muscles, and he splashed water over
his face and neck before blowing his fire to fresh life.


  There was a small pool of clear water
at the center of the wash and he scooped up a panfull, setting the
container on the glowing embers of the fire to provide hot water
for shaving and coffee. He was the kind of man who would try to
look neat in any circumstances.


  As the water began to boil he set
bacon to frying and rummaged through his 
saddle bags until he
located a razor and a small mirror. He found a cloth-wrapped stick
of shaving soap and a brush. Began to lather his jaw. The piebald
pony fretted irritably, and he broke off his hygienic routine to
dole out a measure of oats. Then he settled back beside the fire
and began to scrape the razor down his jaw.


  He was almost finished when a movement
got reflected in the glass.


  It was fleeting, almost imperceptible,
and he was almost tempted to dismiss it as the slinking of a
coyote, or the sudden disappearance of a prairie dog. But innate
caution prompted him to alter his position slightly, angling the
mirror round to scan the east and west sides of the
wash.


  So he saw Tall Pony ease up over the
rim with his bow drawn back and a broad-headed arrow angled down
for a killing flight.


  And powered sideways as the arrow left
the bow to thud deep into the sand a foot beyond him.


  Coyote loosed off a second arrow that
landed closer. But by then Jubal had dropped the razor and the
mirror and was clawing his Colt from the holster. Little Eagle
showed through the swirling mist as the handgun lifted clear. He
was drawing a bow, the arrow sighted on Jubal’s chest.


  Jubal fired. And Little Eagle’s bow
shattered in his hands as the .45 caliber slug blasted through the
overlayed structure of wood and bone and buffalo sinews to plough
deep into the Kiowa’s chest. It tore in through his ribs and drove
a bloody tunnel into his heart. Little Eagle dropped his bow and
fell down on the sand with blood spilling from the wound in his
chest.


  Jubal thumbed the hammer back, firing
wild at the rim of the wash. He emptied the pistol and dived for
the Spencer. His movement saved him, for as he powered forwards
three more arrows and one rifle bullet landed in the
sand.


  He grabbed the stock of the Spencer
while he was still in motion, tugging the long-gun clear of the
saddle and pumping the action as he fell back on the ground.
Cocking it fast enough to sight and fire on the second
face.


  Coyote screamed as the slug tore into
his left eye. It pulped the orb and then mashed through the lower
part of the Kiowa’s brain, finally ripping out where spine and
skull joined together. Coyote jerked back, loosing his arrow at the
sky, as rictus action twitched his dead nerves into motion. Streams
of crimson that were flecked through with gray brain matter and
shards of bone spattered from the base of his skull. The front of
his face was curtained off behind a wash of blood, and his feet
drummed briefly against the ground.


  Tall Pony dropped his bow and drew his
tomahawk. Battle madness filled him with the urge to kill, and he
launched himself in a screaming run off the top of the
wash.


  Jubal cursed as the Spencer jammed on
the third levering. And swung the carbine like a club as the Kiowa
came charging forwards. The blow took Tall Pony on the left side,
deflecting his attack so that Jubal had time to regain his balance.
The Indian veered off, tottering as he gasped for breath. Jubal
levered the Spencer again. And again the hammer dropped on an empty
chamber.


  Tall Pony yelled and ran forwards, the
tomahawk raised up for the killing blow.


  Jubal lifted the blocked carbine,
clutching barrel and stock so that the descending hatchet was
halted by the barrier of the Spencer. Even so, the force of the
downswing was sufficient to jar his arms. And then Tall Pony
twisted his axe and yanked the gun clear of Jubal’s hands. The
tomahawk scythed down, sweeping across to where the white man’s
head should have been. Jubal felt the carbine wrenched from his
grip and ducked. Tall Pony felt his axe slice air above the white
man’s head and reversed the stroke.


  The tomahawk was in mid-swing, Tall
Pony’s arm extended to the full and his body bent over to strike
down. Jubal flattened and kicked out. His feet struck the Indian’s
legs, pitching the brave off balance. Tall Pony fell face-down on
the sand. Jubal kicked him and rolled clear, thrusting out to seize
the dropped razor.


  Tall Pony spat sand and swung the
tomahawk back to his right. At the same time he used his left hand
to draw the skinning knife, so his whole chest was momentarily
exposed.


  Jubal grabbed the razor and swung the
open blade in a curving arc at the Indian’s chest. The buckskin
shirt parted like the flesh beneath: easily, with bright blood
spurting from the cut. Tall Pony gasped and brought the tomahawk
across as he sat up. Jubal flipped the razor to his left hand,
slicing down over the exposed wrist. Tall Pony screamed as the
razor bit deep into his flesh, carving through the skin to sever
veins and arteries and tendons so that his fingers jumped open and
dropped the hatchet.


  Jubal sliced back, cutting over the
down-hang of the man’s open jaw to slice most of the flesh loose
from the bone.


  The
Kiowa sat back on his haunches, staring at his ruined hand. Jubal’s
cut had left the hand a useless appendage to the bleeding arm.
Spurts of scarlet fountained from the wound, spurting high to
splatter back over the sand. Tall Pony’s lower lip and cheeks hung
like bloody curtains from the grim structure of his jaw, and his
life poured out from both savage slashes.


  Jubal dropped the razor and scooped up
the Spencer. He began to work the action, trying to lever the
jammed bullet clear of the firing breech.


  He was still pumping when Thunder
Rider came over the edge of the wash.


  The Kiowa was holding the old Henry up
to his shoulder, sighting on Jubal as he skidded down the sandy
walls. Jubal triggered the Spencer once. Cursed as the hammer fell
on a still-blocked shell. And hurled the carbine at the charging
Indian.


  The stock hit Thunder Rider’s chest as
he struck the lower edge of the wash. It hit with enough force to
throw the Kiowa back, spilling him down the sloping side in a
welter of flailing limbs. He triggered the Henry as he
fell.


  The bullet flew high of Jubal’s chest,
striking instead the side of his head. He felt a numbing shock that
was rapidly followed by burning pain. Then the dawn light seemed to
explode into a rocket burst of bright color and a roaring blackness
took over his mind.


  Thunder Rider laughed as he climbed to
his feet. The white- man was dead and there was no one to share the
loot with. He could take the white man’s guns and watch and horse
for his own. And count coup on the dead man. He began to reload the
old Henry, thinking about his prizes.


  Then there was a distant boom, like
far off thunder. A whirring that seemed to get closer as he
listened. And Thunder Rider’s head exploded into a myriad fragments
of bone and blood and brain pulp as the .50 caliber slug of a
Sharps buffalo gun tore his life away. The Kiowa pitched back with
blood hiding his triumphant smile as the five riders closed in on
the wash.


  The man who had triggered the shot
dropped a fresh cartridge into the bay of the Sharps, and
grinned.


  ‘Not bad, eh?’ He slid the carbine back inside the scabbard.
‘Quarter mile at least.’


  ‘You’re a good shot, Billy.’ The speaker was maybe twenty
years older than the marksman, his hair graying and his face lined
with more creases than age and weather could scour out. ‘But don’t
push it too far.’


  ‘I killed him, Tansy. Ain’t no one gonna get up after
that.’


  ‘Yeah.’ The older man waved his companions forwards. ‘Let’s
go check.’


  They fanned out as they approached the
wash: like professional guns testing a kill. Or like vultures
approaching a corpse.


  They found a lot of blood and four
dead Indians spread around a white man. The white man looked dead,
too, because the left side of his face was hidden behind a curtain
of blood and more had splashed over his face when Thunder Rider got
killed. They didn’t check him too carefully because they were in a
hurry and all that really interested them was his horse:
Billy-Joe’s mount had gone lame the day before, and they could use
a replacement.


  ‘Tansy!’ Billy’s shout called the older man from his
contemplation of the gray-suited victim. ‘He’s got a funny kinda
bag on his saddle. What you reckon it is?’


  Tansy took the bag from the youngster
and studied the contents. There were a lot of shiny little knives
inside, and bottles of liquids and powders; bandages and wads of
lint. It all looked like junk.


  ‘Maybe he was a cow doctor.’ Tansy threw the bag aside. ‘He
got any money?’


  A third man, tall and skinny, with a
cast in one eye and lank blond hair rummaged through the
saddlebags.


  ‘Nine hundred dollars. Lotta money fer a cow
doctor.’


  ‘Take it,’ said Tansy. ‘He won’t have no more use for
it.’


  ‘Hey! Look at this!’ Another rider picked up the Spencer. ‘I
saw the rifle my daddy used in the War. Same as this, only this
one’s converted to rifle.’


  ‘Junk.’ Tansy’s comment was definitive. ‘Billy can have his
horse, but leave the rest. Ain’t much worth taking, anyway. We’ll
split the money in Colesville.’


  He turned away, his heels spraying
sand over Jubal’s face.


  Jubal woke up.


  ‘Hey, Tansy,’ someone called, ‘he’s got his eyes
open.’


  Jubal rolled onto his belly and stared
up at a tall man with gray hair and the beginnings of a paunch
hiking his stomach over his belt. It was hard to focus on the man
because his eyes seemed filmed over, and the outline before him
wavered and shifted in the growing light.


  ‘Water.’ His own voice was a distant echo from behind his
numb brain, a croaking ache in his teeth. ‘Water.’


  The man called Tansy chuckled. ‘Help
yourself, friend.’ And kicked him in the belly.


  Jubal groaned, doubling around the
pain. The blow sparked a flood of vomit from his belly and he spat
the sour fluids over the sand as the men stripped his horse down.
They tossed the Spencer and his medical valise clear along with the
saddlebags. Tansy said, ‘Billy can take the piebald. We might want
a spare pony if it works out right.’ And then they were
gone.


  Jubal curled around the pain. He lay
there, concentrating on the relaxation of his bruised muscles and
the burning core of knowledge that he knew would get him back on
his feet. He had been headed for Colesville, close on the
Texas-Oklahoma line. That five men had left him for dead and taken
his horse was just one more reason for getting through: to find
them and take back what was his.


  He eased painfully to his feet and
began to check over what they had left him.


  The Peacemaker was still in the sand.
He cleaned the gun and slotted fresh loads into the cylinder. Then
did the same with the Spencer. He checked his medical bag, finding
that the padded sides had protected the medicines from damage.
Painfully, his bruised belly aching as badly as his head, he
stumbled over to the water. Dunked his head.


  The cloudy surface got slick with
blood, but the cool liquid cleared his head some and he went back
to the valise. Using the shaving mirror, he checked his face: the
bullet had scorched a line from the edge of his right temple into
the hair. That side of his face was purpling with the bruise that
emanated from the dark brown furrow running across his skin. He
cleansed the wound awkwardly, holding the mirror in his left hand
and working in reverse of the reflection. When he was satisfied
that the gouge was clean he applied ointment and then fastened a
bandage around his head.


  It was midday.


  He set the derby back over his
short-cropped hair and picked up his valise and the Spencer.
Colesville was – according to the directions he had got in the last
town – about fifteen miles distant. And one of the looters had said
something about heading there.


  He blinked as he stood up, for the
movement sent waves of pain through his body, and began to walk
north.


  The air was cool, but where the sun
struck his face and neck he felt intense heat. He paused twice to
sip water and once to swallow a sour-tasting powder that should
have cleared his headache. An hour later he struck the stage trail
and began to follow the rutted lines leading into Colesville. It
was easier than trudging through the soft ground of the prairie; at
least so far as speed was concerned. In other ways, it was far
worse, for each footstep seemed to jar his head and disturb his
stomach, so that he walked in a miasma of pain, feeling each step
as a spurt of agony in his belly and head.


  Anger kept him going, though pain
slowed his steps. And it was dusk when he saw the ruined coach, and
cynical humor that prompted him to mutter:


  ‘More travelers fallen by the wayside. Who’s the
Samaritan?’


   



   





  Chapter Two


  TANSY DURANT WATCHED the coach coming
in and tapped Billy on the shoulder.


  The youngster grunted and spat a
gobbet of saliva against his left thumb. Dropped a globule over the
sights of the buffalo gun, and cocked the hammer.


  ‘Quit worryin’, Tansy. What you want first? The horse or the
man?’


  ‘Horse.’ Durant levered the action of his Winchester. ‘Stop
the team. Then the guard.’


  ‘You got it.’


  Billy checked his sights and trailed
in on the lead horse of the four-part team hauling the fancy coach.
They were real fine horses: big black geldings with deep chests and
sturdy legs. Better than the average stage team like the coach was
better than the usual Concord. It didn’t have any Wells-Fargo signs
for a start, and the bodywork was polished to a sheen higher than
any commercial line would bother with. It was a dark rosewood
color, with the windows picked out in gold and the box and tailgate
showing intricate designs in silver.


  It was almost a pity to wreck
it.


  Billy squeezed the trigger.


  The Sharps boomed once. The right-side
leader went down in a welter of flying hooves and blood. The pony
dragged the other animals down as its body fell into the traces and
hauled the remainder of the team off balance. Its companion leader
was hauled over by the dead-weight and panicked by the blood. It
lost its footing and got dragged over against the falling body of
the dying horse. The others piled into the front-runners, squealing
as they hit the dropped bodies and got tangled with the
reins.


  The stage driver cursed and jumped
clear of the box with a Bowie knife in his hand. Began to hack at
the traces as the guard stood up with his Winchester lifted to his
shoulder and his eyes scanning the horizon.


  Billy’s Sharps boomed
again.


  And the guard hurled clear of the box
with a .50 caliber slug tearing out through his back. He let go his
rifle as he pitched clear of the coach and spread his bloody weight
on the sand.


  The driver cut the dead horse clear of
the harness and fought the rest of the team upright. He got them on
their feet and clear of the corpse, then scrambled back to the box
and lashed the team to urgent life as his passengers yelled
questions.


  ‘Ambush!’ He didn’t know if they could hear him or not.
‘Goddam bushwhackers! You got a gun: use it!’


  He was a good driver, because he got
the three horses up and running before the outlaws could close in.
He kept them running until the slug from the buffalo gun splintered
his ribs through his lungs and went on to pulverize his
heart.


  He was – maybe – still a good driver,
because the reins were wrapped tight about his wrist and when he
pitched clear of the seat he took them with him. That was why the
team swung to the left, hauled round by the dead weight of the
driver’s corpse. His body turned the remaining leader off to the
left, dragging the horse round to surmount a low ridge. The others
followed. And the coach went with them.


  The team hit the crest, dragging the
stage behind at an angle the beam could not take. The pole split
and broke as the horses surged up the low hill. The stage dropped
loose, rolling on its side so that it ended tipped over against a
narrow-split cut where a river had once run. The driver’s body fell
into the empty bed: corpse to corpse. And hauled the team round to
a trembling, nervous standstill.


  Inside the coach two people
stirred.


  One was a tall, angular man dressed in
the black clothes of a lawyer: jacket and vest and pants of the
same dull hue as his boots. He was tall, with neatly-cut brown hair
and one hand fastened on a black valise. The other on his
companion.


  She was a girl of no more than
seventeen. Dressed in a demure traveling outfit of dove-colored
gray. Pale blonde hair tumbled from beneath her bonnet, accenting
the blue of her eyes and the natural redness of her
lips.


  The man produced a two-shot Derringer
and said, ‘We’d best get out, Marie.’


  He wiped a trickle of blood from his
face where a stanchion had cut him in the fall, and swung clear of
the door. Then he turned back to help the girl climb out pf the
coach, half dragging her away so that her dress caught and tore,
and she gasped as a nail ripped her thigh.


  ‘Quick,’ he said. ‘They’ll be here soon.’


  The girl rested for a moment against
his shoulder, then allowed him to support her as he directed her
round the coach and into the ravine. He moved fast, forcing her to
match his pace, as he scrambled along the steeply-banked walls. She
ran with him, holding up her skirts to facilitate
movement.


  Partway down the ravine there was a
secondary split where some long forgotten river had bled into the
main bed. It angled through the badlands in a series of curves,
dipping and diving through the stony flanks of the prairie in
untold story of some earlier formation of the land. There were
narrow caves cut into the walls of the empty riverbed, and the
lanky man dragged the girl into the fifth of the holes.


  He climbed in behind her, grumbling
for her to keep her mouth shut as he cocked the Derringer and
listened for movement outside.


  There was the sound of shots and the
squealing of horses. Then silence that was followed by the thudding
of hooves along the river’s bed. He wriggled back inside the cave,
his shoes thrusting against the girl’s hair.


  A shadow passed by, accompanied by the
slow drumming of hooves.


  Voices; shouting. Then the return of
the shadow and the distant echo of men calling to one
another.


  He waited until all the sounds were
gone and the mouth of the cave was dark.


  Then he clambered out and stared
around.


  ‘All right, Marie. You can come out now.’


  ‘They’re gone?’ She emerged in a spill of dust, shaking her
head and brushing at her clothes. ‘We’re safe?’


  ‘I guess so. Let’s see if they left any water on the
coach.’


  They started up the ravine. And met a
man with a bandage round his head and a carbine pointed in their
direction.


  ‘What happened?’ asked Jubal. ‘Who hit the
stage?’


  The lanky man dropped the Derringer
back inside his vest and thrust his hand out to shake.


  ‘Name’s Lander. Dick Lander. Thank God you came by. We were
hit by road agents. You got any water?’


  Jubal passed his canteen
over.


  Lander
took a swig and then passed the canteen to the girl. ‘Marie
Coltrane,’ he said. ‘I’m her lawyer. We were heading for Colesville
when they hit us. Killed the driver and the guard, but we managed
to jump clear. I guess they’re gone now?’


  It was a question that got answered in
kind.


  ‘Why?’ Jubal took back his canteen. ‘What
reason?’


  Lander shook his head. ‘I don’t know,
Marie inherited some money from her father that she has to collect
in Colesville. I’m along to check the legal details. But why they
raided the stage, I don’t know. Maybe they were
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