
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_89700865a745781ce41d8495eb311f7c_7GivvK_html_m250df47f.jpg]

Issuing new and
classic fiction from Yesterday and Today!


 


Time was when Crow found himself
in the small town of Howell’s Leap, pursued by a lynch mob angry
for his blood. A time when shots rang out from the church tower,
and the panic-stricken townspeople sent in the shootist… But the story
doesn’t end when Crow discovers crazy Alice and is forced to blow
her head off, for she has two sisters — Olga and Marianna.
Beautiful and innocent in appearance, the sisters will torture and
mutilate for their pleasure. Now they have a motive — to avenge
Alice — they’re deadly.
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This is for Bob and Linda Rogers with thanks
for all of the lessons taught and with great appreciation of their
friendship.


 


 


‘We learned early that there was
not a single living soul that could be trusted in that land. A
worthy companion stopped to aid a girl-child, no older than twelve
years, who had been hit by a missile and had suffered the most
painful injury of both arms broken, apart from other abrasions and
bruises. He lifted her in his arms and she nestled her head against
his neck. Using her sharp teeth to quite tear out his great jugular
artery and lay him low before a minute had gone. Though we slew her
it did not bring back our gallant friend.’

From A Diary Of A Forgotten War
by Nicol Orstin,
Wellesley Press, Lebanon, NH, 1894.


Chapter One

The spring greening had come
early to Kansas, bringing the thaw and a sun with a smile as true
and honest as a whore’s-promise.

Sure enough, by late afternoon
the old Blue
Norther had come biting in to Abilene, putting a thin film of ice
across the melt water in the gutters and streets. A thin film that
hardened like a banker’s heart, forming dimpled ruts that gleamed
black in the light from stores’ windows. As the ice grew worse
there was a fine rain for a half hour that drifted across the town
from the prairies, freezing as it fell, making the sidewalks slick
and treacherous.

As the old-timer walked out of
the noisy saloon, blinking at the change from bright; gas-light to
dim evening, his feet slipped away from him and he crashed down on
his back, arms flying helplessly wide, sliding into the side of the
road. The man with him, a tall mustached Easterner, picked his way through the
glassy ruts to help him to his feet, worried that he might have
broken bones. Once you got past eighty then the body got to be
mighty brittle.

“Sure. Sure, I’m fine,” replied
the old man, testily. “My Ma always said I’d end up in the gutter.
Guess she was right. Shouldn’t have tied one on in
there.”

Hanging on the arm of the younger man, he
was able to stand, though he was trembling from the shock of the
sudden fall.

“Crow always used to say that
there was two kinds of folks. Some men climb but most just slide.
Figure me for one of the sliders, huh?”

The wind was bitingly
chill,
slicing between the houses like a honed razor, bringing tears to
the eyes, cutting through even the most costly broadcloth. The
publisher had never come out to Abilene at such an unseasonable
time, but there had been trouble with his printer over one of the
summer’s books and he now needed a quick volume about the man
called Crow.

No other names. Just Crow. A
shootist to rank with any of the best along the frontier, yet whose
early life was an enigma shrouded in mystery. There was talk about
the time he’d
spent with Indians. Some folks said that he’d been kidnapped as a
child, like the breed, Mickey Free. Others said he was never born
or had a childhood. That one winter midnight there’d been a flash
of lightning and a crack of rolling thunder, and there had stood
Crow. Already wearing clothes that reflected the night’s hour and
already meaner and colder than death itself.

“Damn it, this is worse than
gettin’ a mule up a damned ladder. Folks say that the spring’s the
finest, cleanest time of year. Not me. Treacherous. Can’t trust it
a damned inch, mister.”

They walked carefully back
towards the lodgings of the old man. With the money that the
Easterner sent him he’d been able to give up the job of pushing brooms and quit
the one-roomed cell that had been home for more years than he could
recall.

It was a few dollars more each
time, but the pub-Usher still figured it as money well spent.
There’d been
enough pulp novels written about impossible heroes who’d slay a
hundred whooping Shoshone before you could say: ‘I’ll be a
hornswoggled toad!’ Crow was something else. Real and true. Warts
and all.

And this lonely old-timer in
Abilene was possibly the only person living who’d actually known Crow. As near
to knowing as anyone ever got to the taciturn shootist. The old man
had also been a shootist in his day. Not one of the best. But he’d
survived when the cemeteries all across the land were filled with
faster men.

“Always was lucky,” he suddenly
said, as though he’d been reading the mind of his companion. “Step
in horse chips and find a silver dollar stuck to my heel.” He
laughed. A reedy, cackling sound that went on and on, spurred by
the whiskey that he’d taken on board.

It was always necessary to be
patient. The old man’s mind rambled and looped like a dropped lariat, cutting
from past to present; from tale to tale.

The interest had started
with rumors.
A name that cropped up in passing in the journals of the
eighteen-seventies and eighties. The man with the pale face and
long hair, who dressed totally in black, apart from a splash of
color at the throat. Some said it was golden, some yellow. The
old-timer had told him, at their first meeting.

“Cavalry ’kerchief. Only thing
barring the cut-down saber that Crow took with him when he gotten
hisself kicked out of the Army.”

There were few people around,
scurrying along, heads down against the wind, still driving shards
of freezing rain through Abilene. The Easterner held tight to the
old man’s
arm, knowing that he was holding a kind of living time machine,
capable, after due process, of delivering another gripping
story.

“Old age is a son of a bitch,
mister, you know that. Like drinkin’. When I was somethin’ of a
gunfighter myself I’d lay back every once in a while and maybe
shoot out a mirror or do some fancy tricks with cards or bottle and
the pistol. Folks said I was a kind of eccentric with class. I
knock over a glass now and they call me the town drunk.”

That wasn’t entirely true, and the elderly
shootist wasn’t doing himself justice. But it was fair comment that
he had been drifting around Abilene, doing whatever odd jobs came
his way. An old shootist, anachronistic in those early years of the
twentieth century, like the forgotten dreams of some old yesterday.
And Crow had saved him from that. The publisher had arranged a
facility with a local cattleman’s bank to pay a small sum to the
old-timer every Monday.

And all he had to do to earn it
was entertain the younger Easterner every now and again, dredging
up tales of Crow. Recreating the images from his memories.
Detailing the man and his weapons. The soft voice, like a
girl’s
fingers through desert sand. The sawn-down Purdey ten-gauge, dated
1868, with its hand-engraved lock and the polished walnut stock,
the twin barrels cut back to a bare four inches. Sacrilege to a gun
purist, but devastating at close range, the weapon cradled in a
deep holster on the right hip, where most men kept their
pistols.

“Got a bottle or two back in my
room, mister ...” the old man suggested, cautiously. Not wanting
his friend from back East to think that he was drinking too much.
Not too much. The publisher nodded his agreement. Any kind of
liquor would be welcome in this bitter weather. He asked the old
man about the change from the thaw.

“Can alter quicker’n winkin’,
mister. Even down here in Kansas. You get up north, Montana,
Oregon, round that kind of place, and you don’t trust the weather.
Maybe there’s a couple of months you can call summer. Rest of the
time it’s either snowin’ or stoppin’ snowin’ or maybe it’s just
about to start. I recall ...”

The other man stopped, so
quickly that the old-timer nearly stumbled. Most of the tales about
Crow had begun with the words: “I recall ...”

“Damned if I didn’t nearly turn
my ankle on that ice. What was I sayin’? About Crow? Don’t rightly
recall. It’ll come back.”

Patience was always needed.

The publisher allowed his mind
to wander back again to thinking about the man called Crow.
He’d never
seen a photograph of the killer. Didn’t need to. He had a tight
mental picture of the man in black. The shotgun on one hip and two
feet six inches of saber, still with gold tassels on the pommel,
sheathed on the other hip. Ground down by the farrier from the
First Squadron of the Third Cavalry out of Fort Buford. The 1860,
brass-hilted saber.

Crow’s other weapons were a Colt
Peacemaker tucked in the back of his belt and a ’73 Winchester
bucketed at the side of the saddle.

“I tell you about the nigra? I
did, huh? And about that wagon train of women in the snow? Must
have spent a good many hours jawin’ on about old Crow. Hey, we’re
near home. See them girls?” There were two dim little figures
scampering away from the front of the building, pausing and then
moving off. The publisher could hear them giggling, the sound
somehow evil in the evening stillness.

“Little bitches. Always tryin’ to
josh me. Trip me up. That kind of thing. Never trust anybody. Crow
lived by that. Never trust anybody. I told you of the Arizona
kidnapping? And the Black Bird Mine? Told you all of ’em, did
I?”

They reached the gateway into
the lodging-house, carefully picking their way over the
grey, funneled piles of old snow at the back of the sidewalk.
There was a small parcel on the porch, addressed in a childish hand
to the old man.

“Maybe they’re tryin’ to say
sorry. I kind of bawled them out for wakin’ me the other day. They
shouted things I wouldn’t once have heard from a roundup crew in a
bordello. Little … Still, if’n this is a gift, it’s a way of makin’
it up. I’ll open it when we’re in.”

The room was small, spare and
neatly-furnished, with a brass-framed bed, table and chair. A
polished stove behind a linen curtain and a wash-bowl and jug in
flowered china. There was a plain Amish patchwork quilt draped over
the bed.

“Sit down. I’ll get out a couple
of glasses. By God, but it’s cold. Weather’s treacherous. Maybe
Crow should have said never to trust anyone, ’specially the weather
in the early spring. I recall he once had trouble this time of
year. Up in Oregon it was.”

This could be it. The Easterner shrugged his
way out of a tartan pea-jacket, hanging it on the back of the
chair. Glad to see that the stove was shimmering with heat. Eager
not to distract the old-timer from what sounded like a new
story.

“I’ll just take a couple of
fingers, then we’ll open up this little gift from them pair of
children, and then I’ll tell you all about Crow and the grizzly and
… yeah, there was two women in it too. Look yonder,” pointing with
a finger at a dusty cockroach that was laboring across the center
of the carpet. “Dirty bastards. There!” Stepping on it with his
stained boots, cracking the creature open with a loud popping
sound. Wiping his foot on the floor. “Tell you something, mister.
Damned funny with bugs like that. Never see ’em at the edges of
rooms. Always crawling about in the middle. Appear like they’d been
born there.”

The publisher hoped desperately
that the old man wasn’t going to lose the thread of his story. But at least he
had the bones for it. Two women. A bear. Oregon in the
spring.

“That’s better,” sighing and
wiping the back of his mouth on his sleeve. “Sure hits the spot,
don’t it? One more to keep the other company, huh? I’ll pour. No,
you don’t need to. Been more than generous, mister, and that’s the
truth. More than … Here’s to you.”

He set the empty glass down on
the table, looking longingly at the bottle, then changing his mind
and picking
up the present. Starting to open it with gnarled fingers, picking
at the string tied tightly around it.

“Somethin’ in a box. Feels kind
of heavy. Maybe a cake. Little girls. Don’t recall Crow havin’ much
time for children. Not girls. Women,” he cackled. “Women was
different. Crow used them good. When he needed to kind of get the
dirty water off of his chest. All they’re good for.” He stopped
unwrapping the parcel, his rheumy eyes misting over. “I once had me
a pretty little girl … married a logger in Canada. She had a way
with her that … Hell, she was pretty, mister!” He wiped at his eyes
and sniffed. “Damned stove! Makes a man’s eyes water like … you
don’t want to hear nothin’ ’bout that, do you?”

His fingers went back to the
parcel, tearing away the string, pulling shreds of the pretty paper
clear. “Nice
o’ them girls, I guess. Maybe I was wrong. Crow said to trust
nobody. Not even ... Here it is.” A box made of grey card. He
lifted the lid, staring inside as though he couldn’t believe it. In
the hot room the publisher caught something of the smell and stood,
looking despite having a sharp idea of what he would
see.

“Fuckin’ bitches!” spat the old
man, his anger so intense that his false teeth rattled loose in his
jaws, nearly dropping to the floor, “I’ll fuckin’…”

It was a rat. A dead rat.

A rat that had been dead for too long. Its
head was mashed as though a barrel had dropped on it, the eyes
pulped out of recognition. The body had swollen with decay and
there were small white worms visible among the greasy loops of
intestine that protruded from a deep cut in its flank. The
Easterner sat down again, reaching quickly for the bottle and
pouring himself a hefty slug of the whiskey. Looking at the white
face of the old man, veins standing out across his temples like
purple cord, and giving him a half glass as well.

“Thanks, mister. I ... I’ll kind
of ... get rid of this damned …”

He put the lid back on the box, bundling up
the paper around it. Looking helplessly around the room, then
opening the window that looked out over a side alley. Heaving out
the corpse of the animal with a violent disgust, spitting after it.
Cool air came cutting into the room, helping to wipe away the sweet
stench of decay. The publisher sipped at his whiskey, glad that the
unpleasant moment had passed off.

“Sorry ’bout that. Jesus, but
those damned girls. That was what I was goin’ to tell you, wasn’t
it? Crow and a couple of girls. A grizzly bear.’’ He drank half the
glass at a single gulp, color seeping back to his parchment cheeks.
“Up in Oregon. The thaw started and not finished. Don’t trust
anyone, Crow said. Not anyone.”
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