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CHAPTER ONE




THE AFTERNOON SUN filled the valley bottom with warm,
golden light. To either side of the trail that followed the course
of the narrow stream, the pines cast dark shadows over the late
summer grass. Higher up the slopes, the topmost branches shone
luxuriantly green, imparting a jade color to the bare rock marking
the rim of the twin spines of stone that formed the valley. The
stream was crystal clear; silver rather than blue, the pebbled
bottom fleet with the gliding shapes of trout. From amongst the
trees a bluejay shrieked, the raucous cry answered by the melodious notes
of an oriole.

The air was warm. Drowsy with the heat
and the sweet scent of grass and pine sap.

The man lounging back against the seat
of the wagon kept his hat tilted down over his eyes, shading them
from the glare. A cigarette burned lazily in the corner of his
mouth, the thin smoke drifting blue trails behind him. He let the
two horses pick their own pace, the steady thudding of the hooves
forming a counterpoint to the whisper of the stream and the
trilling of the birds.

He was around thirty years old, a
thick mustache adding authority to a weak mouth that smiled with
lazy contentment as he headed west. A dark brown coat was slung
over the backboard, and the man’s vest was unbuttoned, his shirt
sleeves rolled up to expose forearms corded with muscle. Like a
farmer’s. His pants matched the coat and vest: cheap cloth that
didn’t fit well, billowing over the work boots planted against the
forward rest. A gunbelt spanned his waist, the holster tugged round
to the left hip so that the butt of the Colt .45 jutted forward. A
Winchester carbine in .44-40 caliber was propped beside
him.

His eyes were halfway closed, the lids
slack and threatening to shut completely as the warmth and the
whiskey he had drunk dulled his senses.

His name was Gil Last, and he was
heading home from Gillard after buying supplies for his homestead
up on the Wind River.

After spending three hours in the
White Cow saloon.

He shouldn’t, he knew, have done that.
It was, hard enough keeping the ’stead in supplies and his stock
fed. Especially with a baby due. But hell! it was a month since
he’d even seen another face apart from Jane’s; and longer since his
last drink. And a man was entitled to unwind a bit, wasn’t he?
After working like a goddam slave to get the spread in order. After
spending the whole summer fencing range and building water traps to
ensure a constant supply of fresh drinking water. After all that a
man was entitled to ease up for a spell.

The cigarette burned down to the nub
and scorched his lip. He spat it out. Carefully: onto the platform
of the wagon where he could grind it out under his boot without
risking a fire.

He reached inside his vest for fresh
makings, thumbing tobacco and rolling paper with unconscious skill.
The thin tube went into his mouth and he struck a match absently
against his boot. Inhaled the smoke and dropped the spent match
alongside the earlier cigarette. Then he reached for the bottle
nestled in the folds of his coat. Drew the cork with his teeth and
took a long swallow. The whiskey hit the back of his throat and
mingled with the smoke: he began to cough, his eyes
watering.

While the coughing fit went on the two
horses continued their steady plodding. They were long accustomed
to the route and Last held the reins loose. He choked on the
mixture of alcohol and smoke, reaching inside his pants for a
handkerchief.

He was wiping his streaming eyes when
the animals halted.

He thought, at first, that some
natural obstacle had fallen across his path. And dragged the reins
tight and set the brake while he cleared his eyes and mouth of the
phlegm.

Then he folded the handkerchief neatly
and shoved it back inside his pants. Blinked a few times and saw
the obstruction. It was a man.

He was around six feet tall because
his chest came level with the drooping head of the horse he held.
He wore a black hat with a flat brim and a silver band around the
crown. His shirt was a dirty white, open at the neck, and covered
with a vest that looked oddly bulky. It appeared to be a mixture of
cloth and metal. As though a chicken wire fence was woven into the
material. It was buttoned tight, despite the heat, so that it
fastened high about his neck and low down over his flat belly. He
wore black pants with little silver conchos running down the
outside seams, and a matching gunbelt with a holster tied down on
the right thigh. The holster was empty.

The gun was in the man’s hand. A
Colt’s Frontier model. The hammer was cocked and the ugly hole of
the barrel was pointed at Gil Last’s face.

‘Get down.’ His voice was smooth as the long brown hair
hanging from under his hat. ‘Slow. Without trying for that
Winchester.’

Gil Last did as he was told. He got
down from the wagon after wrapping the reins around the brake
lever. Then he adjusted his hat, suddenly aware that the man was
positioned so that the sun shone from behind him; into Gil’s
eyes.

‘What you want?’ he asked. ‘I got no money. Only supplies.
Sides of bacon. Flour. Salt. Nails. That kinda thing.’

‘I want you.’ The gunman smiled and holstered his pistol.
‘That’s all. Just you.’

He let go the harness and stepped
sideways, pacing out towards the stream. The grass was firm there,
springy and rich, hanging over the shallow bank to tumble fronds
into the water. ‘Why?’ asked Gil Last. ‘I don’t
understand.’

‘You don’t need to.’ The gunman went on smiling his lazy
grin. ‘All you need to know is I’m here.’

Fear dispersed the fumes of whiskey
clogging Last’s mind like the breeze that blew down the valley,
lifting the gnats away from the water. He spat his cigarette into
the stream. It made a tiny sizzling sound: like a dying gnat. Then
the butt floated away through the shallows.

‘Wain sent you.’ Last’s voice held a ring of finality. ‘I
won’t go easy.’

‘I work for Wain,’ said the gunman, still smiling, ‘but this
one’s for me. No one else.’

He lifted his arms out to either side,
pale eyes studying Last’s gun rig.

‘You use cross draw? Or that just for ridin’?’

‘Riding.’ Last felt the palms of his hands get sweaty, and
blinked as a salty tear dribbled down his nose. ‘I wear it right
side, otherwise.’

‘Thought so,’ nodded the gunman. ‘Best hike it round, then.
I don’t like to kill a man without givin’ him a chance.’

Last swallowed hard, curiosity
fighting the sick pit of fear curdling low down in the pit of his
belly. He stared at the man’s face and saw that there was no other
way to handle it. He swung his holster round to his right hip and
fastened the thongs about his leg.

‘Check the load,’ said the gunman. ‘I like to do things
fair.’

Gil Last checked the load: the Colt
was primed on five chambers, like always.

‘I ain’t no gunfighter,’ he said. ‘This is
murder.’

The gunman laughed. ‘I ain’t drawn on
you yet. I’ll not draw before you got your pistol out. I can’t do
it fairer.’

‘Christ Jesus!’ Panic tore the remnants of the day’s
drinking from Last’s mind. ‘You’re fuckin’ crazy.’

He snatched the Colt clear of the
holster. Thumbed the hammer back. Lined the muzzle on the man’s
chest.

Squeezed the trigger.

The Colt bucked in his hand. Powder
smoke drifted across the stream.

Flecks of material burst from the
gunman’s vest where Last’s bullet hit. The man staggered
back.

And laughed and drew his own Colt. And
shot Gil Last in the belly.

Gil screamed as the suction of agony
tore through his entrails. He felt the bullet go in through the
soft flesh of his stomach. Felt it rip through the muscle beneath
and create a whirlwind of pain deep inside him. By the time it had
ruptured a kidney and opened a fist-sized hole in his back, he was
unconscious. Sprawled on the grass with a steady pulsing of blood
channelling into the stream.

The water got darker where the blood
fell in, then cleared as the current took it away. A brace of trout
rose up to investigate the nourishment provided by the flies
clustering over the blood. The bluejay screamed again and the
gunsmoke drifted clear.

The gunman looked down at the body of
Gil Last. The front of the homesteader’s shirt was bright with
blood, and from the back there pulsed a steady welling of darker
crimson. He was on his side, curled up in a fetal ball, as if the
concentration of his body might stem the outflowing of his
life.

The gunman spun the cylinder of his
Colt to work the spent cartridge over the ejection rod. He thumbed
the spent shell clear. Thumbed a fresh load into the
gun.

Then he laughed and went back to his
horse.

Gil Last lay down in the grass and
tasted the salt of his own blood. He could feel the pain deep down
inside him like a shovel churning through his entrails. The blood
in his mouth was almost welcome: it tasted fresh; fresher than the
bile clogging his throat. Fresher than the dank, dark, stinking pit
of sickness that roiled in his belly.

He pushed over onto his stomach and
began to crawl towards the stream. Something was fazing his sight,
but he could hear the gurgling of the water. Could almost taste the
sweet, cool liquid. And at that moment of his dying he wanted
nothing more than that coolness in his mouth. That sweet taste on
his lips. Washing away the blood and the pain and the
darkness.

Slowly, painfully, he inched over to
the stream and let his face fall into the water.

He gulped down a few mouthfuls, then
panicked as the liquid filled his nostrils and throat.

He fought clear, drawing back with
great heaving gasps wracking his chest so that the twin wounds in
his belly and back pumped fresh blood out from the holes. He spat
water and blood and curled back into the comforting circle of his
own body.

The two horses hitched to the wagon
turned their heads towards the disturbance, then went back to
cropping the rich grass, oblivious of the writhing body of their
owner. They went on cropping until the sun faded behind the ridge
to the west and the valley got cool. Then they lifted their heads
and waited, tucking fretful hooves against the grass.

Twilight settled over the valley while
the upper rimrock stayed brightly lit. The shadows crept up from
the bottom lands to meet the shadows of the pine trees, creating a
deep pool of darkness with the silver of the stream at its
center.

That and the dark shape of the wagon
and the horses. And beside that shape a second: an indistinct shape
that moved slowly—painfully - towards the larger bulk of
darkness.

Gil Last moved on elbows and knees.
Every so often he halted to press a hand against his bleeding
belly. When he did, the hand came away slippery with blood. He
reached the wagon and halted, resting flat on his face, sucking on
the grass; too weak to move farther.

He heard a sound and tried to turn his
head. The effort was too much for him, so he let his face fall back
against the cooling grass and listened to the earth-born drum of
hooves against the ground.

The sound got louder and closer. Then
it stopped. There was the double thud of boots striking soil, a
soft hiss of breath. Then Gil felt hands on his body and tried to
speak. Tried to say, ‘Help me.’

A voice that seemed to come from a
long way distant said something that sounded like, ‘Hold on.’ And
he felt himself turned gently over, tasted cool water on his face
and lips. He tried to suck the moisture in, but the voice said,
‘No.’ And the hands took the canteen away.

Then, distant as a dream forgotten in
the morning, there was the movement of hands on his body. Stripping
his clothing from him.

He felt something cool touch his
belly. Become hot. Felt the same alternation of ease and anguish
wash over his back. He screamed, and the voice said, ‘Easy. I’m
doing what I can.’

Something pressed against the wounds.
Wound over his ribs. Then he felt his shirt and vest and coat
fastened tight around his body. Felt himself lifted and set back on
the wagon. In the back, resting over the tarpaulin-covered
supplies. For an instant, outlined against the star-filled sky and
the overlay of bright-sparking pain, he saw a lean face with
deep-set eyes and a short-cropped stubble of black hair outlined
beneath the rim of an incongruous gray derby. He blinked, staring
at the gray suit, cut English style, the chain of a Hunter
fob-watch spanning the vest.

Then he closed his eyes and let the
man pour something into his mouth.

It tasted bitter, and for a while he
coughed, trying to spit it out. But the man held him tight and
forced him to swallow the brew. Amazingly, it seemed to ease his
pain, bringing a degree of clarity to his mind.

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

‘Jubal Cade.’ The voice was deep and firm and reassuring.
‘I’m a doctor.’

‘There ain’t no doctor in Gillard,’ mumbled Last. ‘Not by
that name.’

‘I’m not from Gillard,’ said Jubal. ‘Where you
from?’

‘Up the valley. The horses know the way.’ Last felt oddly
dreamy. He wondered if Wain had sent someone to finish the killing.
Then decided not: it made no sense to poison him after he had been
gut shot. ‘My name’s Last. Gil Last. I got a spread up on the Wind
River.’

‘I’ll take you home,’ said Jubal. ‘You got someone there can
look after you?’

‘My wife.’ Last’s voice was a throaty mumble. ‘Don’t hurt
her, though.’

‘Why should I?’ Jubal asked.

‘You’d not be the first,’ mumbled the
homesteader.

‘Take it easy.’ Jubal hitched his pony to the wagon and
climbed onto the seat. ‘Or you’ll be the last, Gil.’

 


 






CHAPTER TWO





JUBAL ALLOWED THE horses to make their
own pace. It was the only way he was likely to find the homestead,
and the only way the man in the back of the wagon was likely to get
there alive. He had done what he could for Last: cleaned the wounds
and stemmed the immediate flow of blood; given the man a sleeping
draught that should ease his pain and soften out the bumping of the
ride. But without proper surgical attention, Last would go on
bleeding internally and there was nothing Jubal could do along the
darkening trail. Except take the man home as gently as possible and
hope he lived long enough that his own body could use its
regenerative powers to heal the deep gut wound.

Jubal doubted his attempt would be successful, but the
training he had received in America and England still formed a hard
core of purpose deep down in his mind. Once he had planned to
practice medicine. Ha4 studied hard enough to earn a scholarship
that bought his way out of the Chicago orphanage to a training in
London and Oxford. Had become a doctor - a skilled doctor - and won
a bride. Then he had returned to America, filled with hopes and
ambitions. With dreams. And the dreams had died in the blaze of
gunfire and Jubal Cade had become what he now was: a vengeance
hunter, seeking the man who had murdered his
wife.i

He had killed men. Perhaps as many as
he had healed, for he could use handgun and rifle as skillfully as
he practiced medicine. And a furious worm of rage churned deep
inside him: a rage that protested the injustice of death that
struck down the innocent while the killers lived.

It was that recognition of natural
law, of natural justice, that had prompted him to tend Gil Last.
That and the instinctive calling of his trade.

He had been drifting through the
Nebraska territory for no better reason than a rumor heard in a
Kansas saloon. One that said an outlaw gang was operating around
Blazeville, led by a man with a scar on his face.

The man who killed Jubal’s wife had a
scar on his face. Put there by Jubal’s bullet.

It was reason enough.

Until he found Gil Last, and found his
desire to press on to Blazeville fighting with his ingrained
training. With the instinct to help hurt people wherever and
whenever he could.

He tugged a cheroot from his vest and
lit the thin tube of black tobacco. Inhaled, puffing out a streamer
of smoke. The taste reminded him that he hadn’t eaten since the
morning and he glanced over the wagon, wondering if the dying
homesteader had any food on board. He saw the whiskey bottle and
chose to take a drink instead.

It went down fierce, burning his belly
and throat, so that after the second swallow he decided he had had
enough. It warmed him against the growing cold of the Nebraska
night and gave a fast boost of energy, but he knew that he needed
his senses clear to negotiate the trail. Especially if the man who
had shot Gil Last was still around.

He flicked the reins to slap the
leather over the horses’ rumps, and reached across the seat to
check the .30 caliber Spencer he had taken from his
saddle.

The gun was old—a Civil War
model—converted from carbine to rifle because he preferred the
longer range and the familiarity of the lever action. It had been
left him by his only friend from the orphanage: a bloody bequest of
the War Between The States. Jubal kept it because it remained a tie
with his past and because he knew how to use it. Was familiar with
it, more than with any new long gun, such as the Winchester Last
had.

He settled the Spencer across his
knees and urged the horses into the upgrade flanking the northern
edge of the valley.

The trail wound up through a series of
terraces formed by the downspill of the hills. At first it was a
straight trail that ran along a low slope flanked on both sides by
grass. Then it got steeper and shaded by pine trees, the path going
from soft dirt into hard rock. The last of the light faded away and
the sky was filled up with stars, a pale crescent moon adding
yellow light.

Under the trees of the upper slope the
sky light was lost. For about one hour Jubal moved through total
darkness, allowing the horses to find the way and only urging them
on when they flagged. It was close on midnight before he reached
the crest of the ridge.

Up there the stars shone clearer and
the darkness of the trees faded under the moon’s glow. He looked
down on a wide valley with a timber-built house at the center, two
streams cutting through the rock to east and west to form a
vee-shape that contained the building. On both sides, trees had
been felled, exposing the flanks so that grass had taken over from
the timber and slumbrous cattle grazed there. To the north and
south there were dams, built up to control the water and channel it
through the valley and the drop beyond. Without knowing much about
ranching, Jubal guessed that Gil Last had made himself a fine
spread.

If he lived to use it.

The windows either side of the cabin
door spread a dull yellow glow over the stoop, combining with the
moon’s light to grant Jubal a clear view of the place. It was a
single-story building, a mixture of sun-baked sod and timber with a
stone chimney running up the outside of one wall. It looked to hold
maybe three rooms. Fifty feet away there was a privy, and behind
the cabin a corral held a lean-to and a single, heavy-chested
plough horse. Out in front someone had attempted a vegetable
garden.

Jubal urged the tired horses down the
slope, following the rutted trail that pointed directly towards the
cabin’s door. The wind shifted around and the plough horse
snickered as the breeze carried the scent of the wagon team across
the valley. Abruptly, a dog began to bark, its deep baying echoing
through the stillness.

The door opened, illuminating the
figure of a woman. She carried a scattergun across her
chest.

She stepped away from the door, moving
into the shadows of the porch, and said something to the dog. The
baying ceased, dying away to a series of low growls that rasped
like a drunk’s snoring. Not quite loud enough to hide the double
click of the shotgun’s hammers going back. Jubal rode closer at an
easy pace, anxious to avoid alarming die woman. Anxious to avoid
the shotgun.

‘Gil?’ Her voice was soft, blurred by drowsiness. ‘That you,
Gil?’

‘He’s here, ma’am.’ Jubal reined in too far out for the
shotgun to be dangerous. ‘He’s bad hurt.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Panic replaced the anticipation and the dog’s
growling became a rasping snarl. ‘Who are you?’

‘Name’s Cade. Jubal Cade.’ He held the horses—anxious now to
reach the fodder in the corral—on a tight rein. ‘I found your
husband back on the far side of the ridge. Someone shot
him.’

She gasped something that might have
been ‘Gil’, or ‘God’, Jubal couldn’t tell, then called
again.

‘Come on in. Do it slow.’

Warily, Jubal let the horses move
on.

‘Where is he?’ Her voice teetered between determination and
hysteria. ‘I don’t see him.’

‘In back,’ murmured Jubal. ‘I need to get him inside
fast.’

‘All right. But don’t try anything. You make one wrong move
an’ you’re dead.’

He
pulled the wagon close to the porch and climbed down slowly. The
woman stepped back into the light and he saw that she was in her
mid-twenties, black hair drawn back in two plaits from a face that
would have been extremely pretty had it not been so tanned by sun
and hardened by wind. Even so, she was still good-looking, her eyes
large and wide-spaced, a blue so deep as to become almost violet,
her nose tip-tilted above a generous mouth that exposed even white
teeth that gnawed with worry at the lower lip. She wore a faded
blue dress, opened at the neck where the buttons were too tight so
that the beginning of her cleavage was exposed. Her breasts were
full, swollen, the absence of underwear made obvious by the
stiffening of the nipples.

The waist of the dress bulked out in a
swelling mound: she was heavily pregnant.

She gasped again as Jubal climbed onto
the wagon and lifted her husband down. She moved to help him, but
then halted, lowering the shotgun to press a hand against her
abdomen. Jubal saw that her time was near.

‘I can handle him.’ His build was deceptive. Little more
than five feet six, and slim, he was wiry rather than muscular, but
under the sober cut of his suit large bones supported a framework
of solid muscle. ‘Just call off the dog.’

The animal had its teeth bared now,
black lips drawn back from long yellow fangs. The nostrils were
distended and the ears flattened back along the skull. The whites
of its eyes were exposed and the gray hair on its shoulders and
spine was standing erect. It was a massive creature, looking like a
cross between wolfhound and German shepherd. Its hindquarters and
shoulders were bunched to propel it forwards. At Jubal’s
throat.

‘Easy, Jim.’ The woman settled the hammers of the scattergun
down and reached to stroke the beast’s neck. ‘He’s a
friend.’

She moved towards Jubal, placing a
hand on his arm and continuing to speak in the same soft
voice.

‘See, Jim? He’s a friend. A friend. Let him by.’ The
animal’s snarls subsided to growls, then died away. The woman went
on speaking in the same calm voice: ‘But if I give him the word,
he’ll kill you. Remember that.’

‘I’m just trying to help,’ grunted Jubal. ‘That’s
all.’

She nodded and led the way inside the
cabin. The dog settled down on the porch, curled sideways so that
it could check the valley and the interior of the homestead. Jubal
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