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Chapter
One

 


THE LEFT HAND rested close to the edge of
the table, bent and torn beneath the soft black leather of its
glove. Inches away from the stiffened curve of the fingers a couple
of hundred dollars lay in uneven piles. Some fifty more dollars
were stacked at the center of the table. The gloved hand pushed
bills and coins towards the pot and a voice called raise.

The player to the right immediately folded
his hand, easing his chair back on to its hind legs and sighing
towards the smoke-strewn ceiling. Across from the gloved man, a
sandy-haired Texan pursed his lips, pic=ked up his cards and fanned
them out, stared at them for several long moments, tapped at their
tips with his forefinger, glared across the table, pushed the cards
back together and dropped them back down. ‘I’m out,’ he said, and
shoved the cards into the middle of the table, causing one stack of
money to topple over with a discordant jinking sound.

‘Shit!’ hissed the player on the
Texan’s right and folded also.

That left the dealer—short and
stocky in a vest that was several sizes too large and spotted with
cigar ash. A frown distorted a face that managed to look young and
old simultaneously; the soft roundness of youth had become florid
and lined without ever hardening or tightening. A thin film of
mustache stood out from his lip like dark sweat. A gold signet ring
was thick on the middle finger of his right hand. His eyes were
half-closed, pale blue. The cards he had dealt himself lay face
down and he had no need to look at them again. Instead he looked at
the man alongside him, the one who had called raise, the one whose
black glove was held tight by a cord which was tied against cuff
and wrist. He wanted to know if the raise was a bluff and he
couldn’t decide. The way the game had been going it could be either—and the
way it was going, he was a lot of money down.

The soft, pale eyes blinked.

‘Fold,’ he breathed.

‘Shit!’ repeated the man to his
left.

The gloved hand reached out and drew back
the pot, scraping it across the uneven surface of the table. Above
the hand the young, hard face showed no sign of pleasure, no
emotion whatsoever. The eyes remained calculating and clear, cold.
The lean cheeks were close-shaven, the skin was taut. Thick black
hair covered both ears and curled low over the collar of a dark
green shirt. Jared Hawk had been in the game for close on two hours
and his luck had been running better than most times; only one of
the others, the dealer, was a player of any quality and luck was
the one thing he didn’t have. Not that night he didn’t.

‘Drink?’ asked the Texan
generally, looking round the table.

No one answered, the dealer continued to
shuffle the deck.

‘All right,’ said the Texan,
grating his chair back, ‘guess I’ll get one for myself.’

He was less than midway out of his seat when
the dealer’s arm jutted fast across the table. ‘Leave it!’

‘Hell, I—’

‘I said leave it!’

‘I was only fixin’ to get a
beer.’

‘You’re fixin’ to play this
hand,’ snarled the dealer, his soft blue eyes wider and the
expression of anger grotesque on his young-old face.

‘Hey, I know that. I ain’t
welshin’ out. Not me. A beer is all I was goin’ for.’

The Texan looked for support from the other
players. They looked at him, through him, said nothing.

‘All right,’ he finally nodded.
‘All right. Guess I ain’t so damn thirsty after all.’ He clamped
his hands together and tried for a laugh that never quite made it.
‘Let’s get rollin’ then. Let’s get these cards out. I got some luck
comin’ my way, I can feel it.’

The man between him and Hawk rocked his
chair forward from its rear legs and sighed loudly. The sound of
broken glass splintered through from the main room of the saloon
and voices were raised. The thick curtains which partitioned them
off swayed a little as someone brushed against them. A spill of
light lanced the edge of the table. The dealer waited for the sound
to calm down and then flicked out the cards, crisp and clear across
the enclosed space.

The game continued.

In less than half an hour Hawk close to
doubled his winnings. He folded early when something warned him the
cards would not fall right, stuck in when he sensed his chances
rode high. All four men lost to Hawk pretty evenly but the Texan
and the dealer took their losses the worst. It showed in their
faces, in the way their eyes raked Hawk’s impassive face with
something close to hate; it showed in the way they sat, the abrupt
movements of their hands, the smell of sweat and failure that began
to seep through the air.

‘How ’bout breaking open another
deck?’ asked the Texan.

‘Later,’ snapped the
dealer.

‘Later might not be soon
enough.’

‘For what?’

‘For my luck to
change.’

The dealer laughed out loud and wiped his
shirt sleeve across the wet of his mouth. He shook his head and
dealt the cards round regardless. Hawk called for three more and
turned them over slowly, one at a time, slotting them into his
hand. For the first time his eyes betrayed some sign of emotion as
they stared at the cards: aces and eights.

Dead man’s hand.

Hawk’s tongue traced a line
along his bottom lip. He had been far from the Number Ten saloon in Deadwood on the
afternoon of Wednesday, August second, eighteen seventy-six, but he
knew all too well what had happened. The muffled shout of ‘Take
that!’ and the roar of the pistol that had finished the life and
career of James Butler Hickok. Wild Bill had been slammed hard
against the table; hard out of the chair he had taken with its back towards
the door. The cards he had been holding splayed high into the air
and fluttered slowly down. Aces and eights.

Dead man’s hand.

Hawk had worked for a spell as deputy to
Hickok in Cheyenne. That had been in seventy-five when he was only
twenty himself and the marshal in his late thirties. Although
Hickok took great pains to disguise it, Hawk soon realized that the
lawman’s eyesight was failing fast. More and more time was spent in
the office, feet stretched out on to the desktop while Hawk and the
other deputies patrolled the cattle town. When he did venture out,
Wild Bill took to wearing spectacles with smoked-glass lenses. He
walked the boardwalk of the main street with a back-up man close
behind.

Hawk had come to like Wild Bill, awkward and
intemperate cuss that he was. He admired him for what he’d one time
been, pitied him for what he’d become.

Aces and eights.

Hawk threw down the hand.

‘You chuckin’ in?’ asked the
Texan.

Hawk shook his head. ‘I’m checkin’ out.’

All four men gazed at him with
disbelief.

‘You’re what?’ exclaimed the
Texan.

Hawk turned over his hand and spread it for
them all to see. ‘I’ve had enough.’

The dealer sat upright in his chair and
shook his head slowly. ‘No, you ain’t,’ he said.

Hawk ignored him and started scooping up his
winnings, dropping them down into the side pocket of the coat which
hung over the back of his chair. The Texan shoved his own chair
back hard and he let both hands stray below the table for long
enough to warn Hawk of his intentions.

‘Reach for that gun,’ snapped
Hawk, ‘an’ bad cards and gamblin’ debts won’t be your only
problems.’

The Texan hesitated, uncertain. His eyes
glanced at the Colt .45 Frontier that sat snug in Hawk’s scabbard
cutaway holster.

Hawk finished pocketing the
money and straightened up. The dealer was still glaring at him, the only
movement he was making a flat tapping of his hand against the
table, its frequency increasing steadily.

‘You’re into us for one hell of
a lot of money, friend,’ he finally said.

Hawk nodded. ‘That’s right. And maybe now
I’m goin’ you can get some of it back from these fellers here.’

He moved past his chair and gave the hand
he’d thrown down one last glance. He lifted his coat and put it on.
The Texan started to bluster but Hawk ignored him. The dealer
continued to stare at him with his soft blue eyes. Hawk nodded
towards the other two players and turned, moving towards the heavy
red curtains. He was less than three paces off when the gap between
the curtains spread wide enough to reveal an arm in a sweat-stained
red shirt, fingers that were knobby and grimed with dirt and which
were clenched about the butt of a Colt pistol. The hammer had
already been thumbed back; the barrel was pointing towards the
center of Hawk’s chest.

He stopped in his tracks and waited for the
man holding the gun to step through.

He was still waiting when he heard a
movement at his back and turned his head. Began to turn towards it.
The red arm came up hard and fast and the top edge of the Colt’s
barrel slammed against the underside of Hawk’s jaw, the gun sight
tearing the skin. At his back the dealer closed with a
short-barreled pistol that he’d pulled from inside his capacious
vest. The butt end angled into the rear of Hawk’s head, immediately
behind his ear.

‘Shit!’ said one of the men
still seated at the table.

The Texan leaned his chair back, his own
pistol now drawn and covering Hawk.

It wasn’t necessary.

The weapons before and behind
Hawk struck a second time and then a third. Hawk’s right hand got
as far as his holster but by then his knees were beginning to give
way and his mind was blurring. His fingers grazed the smooth handle
of the Colt Frontier but failed to grasp it. He made a despairing
grab for the
man who’d come through the curtain but missed and caught the
curtain instead. He swayed and swung there until his feet were
kicked out from underneath him.

The boards inside the saloon were pitted and
stained and hard. When the left side of Hawk’s face struck them he
lost consciousness.

 


The alley was like most others, dark and
narrow and stinking with cats’ piss and traces of human vomit. The
dirt was cold and hard and when Hawk awoke it was pressing against
his cheek and eye and mouth. He groaned a little and then pushed
himself up into a sitting position. Something inside his head
dipped and swayed. He shook his head and it dipped and swayed some
more. He touched the small cut at the edge of the chin and felt
gingerly the swelling over his left cheekbone. Fingers brushed the
dirt away and then searched for other signs of damage.

There was a lump like a small egg back of
his ear with a scab of congealed blood at its center. A narrow cut
lanced down his forehead. The fuzziness cleared only slowly from
behind his eyes and when he tried to stand up, he almost fell.

Hawk steadied himself with his gloved hand
against the wall. A couple of men walked past the end of the alley
and he caught sight of the glow of a cigarette and heard a fragment
of conversation. From the size of his bumps and the coldness of his
limbs, Hawk guessed he’d been laying there for some little
time.

He felt in his coat pockets and showed no
surprise to find that his winnings were no longer there.

He touched his holster and was equally
unsurprised to discover his Colt was gone.

Slowly, carefully, he walked to
the back of the alley and walked a hundred yards before turning
back on to the main street. The rooming house in which he was
staying was close by, a light showing in several of the windows.
Hawk let himself in and blinked under the brightness of the lamp
which stood on a table in the entrance hall. He was at the foot of
the stairs when the parlor door opened and the landlady
stepped through.
She took one look at Hawk’s face and tutted and wrung her
hands.

‘Whatever is the matter? What
can have happened to you, you poor man?’

Hawk raised both hands to pacify her.
‘Nothin’ for you to worry about, ma’am. Just an accident is
all.’

‘But your face—you look as if
you’d been run over by a freight wagon in the street.’

Hawk nodded and began to climb the stairs.
‘Just a little clumsy walkin’ home is all.’

The landlady planted herself at the foot of
the stairs, arms folded as she looked up. ‘I do hope you’re not
returning to this house the worse for strong drink, Mr. Hawk. I
made it quite clear when I agreed that you could take the room
that—’

Hawk turned fast and the quickness of the
movement stopped the woman in mid-speech. ‘I ain’t drunk.’

‘No, well, of course not.’ She
fussed with the front of her apron. ‘I didn’t mean that you were,
only—’

‘Will that be all,
ma’am?’

‘Why, yes. Yes.’

Hawk turned and walked to the landing, the
landlady taking two cautious steps after him.

‘You will be careful with blood
on them sheets, Mr. Hawk.’

Hawk’s answer was to shut the
door with a slam which made the landlady wince and withdraw to her
room. Quickly Hawk stripped to the waist and poured water from
enamel jug into enamel basin. He washed his cuts and bruises
carefully and toweled himself down, pulling back on his shirt,
exchanging his leather coat for a black leather vest. He opened the
drawer of the chest and took out a bulky black holster which he
fitted on to the left side of his gun belt, turned inwards for a
cross draw. Then he reached beneath the bed and lifted up an object
wrapped in tarpaulin; this he set down on the sagging mattress
before peeling the cover back to reveal the shining foot-long
barrel of a sawn-off Meteor shotgun, its stock cut away and rounded
into a pistol grip. Hawk touched the single barrel lightly with his fingers,
pleased at the sensation. He hefted it in his right hand and tested
the balance before transferring it to his gloved left; Hawk checked
the load of ten-gauge shot, the beginnings of a smile drifting slow
across the cold blue of his eyes like the sun bleak on the
horizon.

He turned so fast that it was impossible to
see the movement as anything other than a lightning blur. When he
stopped his reflection looked back at him from the mirror in the
room’s corner—a reflection which was staring down the wide, black
hole at the end of the Meteor’s barrel.

The smile shifted from his eyes to the
corners of Hawk’s handsome mouth. Then, abruptly, it disappeared.
He took a low-crowned black hat from the nail at the back of the
door and set it on his head, angled slightly downwards so that in
light a shadow would normally shield his eyes.

The landlady was at her parlor door when
Hawk reached the foot of the stairs, but something about his step
had already warned her that it would be as well not to
interfere.

She watched the man’s positive stride, the
strong set of his back; listened to the firm thud of the door as it
was set back into the frame. A shiver ran the length of her spine
and her stomach churned and she reached for the handle of the
parlor door for support. Before Hawk had crossed the street she was
weakly back in her chair before the small log fire, a glass of
home-made wine held between two unsteady hands.

The main street of the town was dark, only a
handful of lights shone out across the packed dirt, the bare boards
of the sidewalk, the empty hitching rails. The brightest of these
came from the balcony of the saloon where Hawk had been playing
poker earlier. More light filtered through the slats of the batwing
doors below. As Hawk neared the entrance a woman stepped out on to
the balcony, her body moving across the lamp shine, her face
obliterated within it. She stared down at Hawk, a silhouette in a
long dress that clung to her body, her hair a dark fall about her
head. Hawk saw the glow of a cigarette as she moved her hand
towards her mouth.

Here the hitching rail was
still in use, half a dozen animals tied and waiting for their owners. More
were tethered at the rear. Hawk didn’t think it mattered—the men he
was looking for weren’t going to be riding too much
anymore.

He hesitated directly outside the doors;
though the haze of smoke and the smoky light thrown down by ceiling
lamps, he saw the dealer standing two-thirds of the way along the
bar that was built out from the left side of the room. The Texan
was sitting at a table off towards the right, a bottle before him,
a woman with reddish hair sitting next to him, her hand on his
shoulder as she spoke close to his ear.

The man with the red shirt—the one who had
come through the curtains with his gun—was nowhere to be seen.

The Texan slammed his hand hard on to the
table and roared with laughter at something the woman said.

Hawk kicked the right side of the doors back
hard and stepped through. His hat was slanting down across his
face, his body taut and moving into a slight crouch, his right hand
was angled across his body, the fingers open like a claw above the
rounded handle of the shotgun.

Noise inside the saloon slid awkwardly
towards silence. Almost the last identifiable sound was the echo of
the Texan’s bellowing laugh. Men near the front of the room scooped
up their glasses and moved quickly towards the walls.

The bartender, tall, thin-framed, glanced
nervously at the painted mirror which ran along behind him, then
made the beginnings of a move towards the Remington twelve-gauge
stashed beneath the bar. One quick look from Hawk changed his mind
for him. He flattened himself against the shelves and began to
sidle away from where the dealer was still standing.

The Texan half-stood, mouth open like a fish
short of air; the woman close by him shuddered and jerked away,
sending the chair on which she’d been sitting clattering to the
boards.

The dealer held his ground, one
arm resting on the bar counter, the other straight by his side. The
front of his vest was open and Hawk could see the leather of the
shoulder holster from which he’d earlier pulled a pistol. Sweat
glowed yellow on the soft, round face. The signet ring gleamed
dully on his right hand. The blue, pale eyes looked through the haze
towards Hawk and blinked twice.

‘We got business.’ Hawk’s voice
was not loud, but the words were clear to everyone inside the
saloon, clear and charged with menace.

‘That right?’ The dealer shifted
his weight from one foot to the other, leaning slightly to the
left, making it easier for him to make the move towards the weapon
beneath his vest.

‘I reckon so.’

The man's soft, pink tongue dabbed at his
lips.

‘You got things as belong to
me.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Close to three hundred dollars
for a start. A six-gun besides.’

The dealer drummed his fingers once amongst
the wet of the bar top. ‘What makes you think I got them
things?’

‘You an’ your friend didn't like
me leavin’ the game we was into back there. Showed me so with a
gun-whippin’. When I come to I was cold in the alley with no money
and no gun.’

‘That don't mean I had anythin’
to do with stealin’ ’em.’

Hawk took a couple of paces forward, his
hand dropping an inch closer to his gun. ‘Then you got about ten
seconds to say who did.’

One of the men off to the right broke into a
fit of coughing; the woman who’d been up on the balcony taking a
smoke appeared on the stairs at the back of the room, close by
where the curtain partitioned off the card table. The Texan was
back in his seat and making sure Hawk could see both his hands were
well in view and empty of anything but air and sweat.

‘You got five left to say your
piece.’

The dealer nodded, his hand clenched and
unclenched. He leaned a little more to the left. ‘I reckon I can
explain—’

The words choked off as he grabbed for the
pistol in the shoulder rig. Hawk watched the pink fingers make
their darting move, waited until they’d pushed beneath the vest
front and had time to settle around the butt. He rocked his own
body backwards and jutted his right arm forwards. Hawk’s finger
squeezed back on the trigger, smooth but firm.

The explosion rocked the saloon’s
interior.

Hawk had aimed low in the dealer’s belly,
allowing for the strong recoil of the Meteor, which he knew would
jerk the barrel upwards as it fired. When the full force of the
shot tore into the man’s body it lifted him off his feet and
slammed him against the end of the counter like he’d been kicked by
a couple of angry mules. A muffled scream broke from his lips and
his right arm flapped like the broken wing of a bird. The unfired
pistol bounced away across the floor and came to a halt against a
brass cuspidor.

Vest and arm were shredded and darkening
fast.

The dealer’s face, twisted
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