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At first glance, Shane
Preston and Jonah Jones were an odd pair—one a lean, quiet
gunfighter, the other a feisty old-timer running to fat. But they
shared a special bond, and a common goal … to track down the man
with the scarred faced who’d killed Shane’s wife.

To do that, however, they
needed money. So they hired out their guns as trouble-busters, and
fought one deadly battle after another, always in the hope that
their trail would eventually cross with that of
Scarface.

When Hangman’s Creek hired
them to clean out the lawless element, it seemed like a pretty
straightforward job. But neither man reckoned on just how ruthless
Leif Murphy could be … and how dangerous his army of
gunslingers!
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One –
Bullet for a Lawman

 


There were ten notches carved on the
wooden handle of Spider Nagel’s gun, one notch for each of the ten
men who now lay in pine boxes under the silent clay. And soon Nagel
was going to cut another notch. Only this would be special for
Spider Nagel had never killed a lawman before.

“When do you reckon, boss?”
Nagel asked. Spider Nagel was a thin, gangling man with long,
ungainly arms and legs, and he stood head and shoulders above his
companion. “It’s close to sundown.”

Leif Murphy let his squinting pig-eyes
drift to the western rims which presided over the town of Hangman’s
Creek. The last crimson veins of day were fast fading, retreating
into the gathering gloom. He took his gaze from the rims and looked
up the street at Sheriff Whittaker’s law office.

“Any time you’re ready, Spider,”
Murphy said, his tone soft in the rising wind.

Nagel grinned at the notched
gun in the huge palm of his left hand. His long, bony fingers
closed around the barrel. Across the street, a lantern was
hurriedly lit and hung in the porch of the Zion Chapel, and Pastor
Cowie shifted quickly back inside. The splash of light fingered the
lonely street, catching little puffs of dust. Just up from the
chapel, the garish Sin Palace mocked the staid house of worship, but right now the saloon
was strangely silent. The piano player had grabbed some rye and his
keys were cold and motionless. The sounds of drinking and gambling
had died.

It was almost as if they knew there
was about to be a killing in Hangman’s Creek.

“I reckon I’m ready now,” Spider
Nagel said.

He began his walk, leaving Leif Murphy
alone in the shadows. He headed past the lantern light from the
chapel porch, a rangy specter of death moving towards the law
office. In the west, the sun was merely a vague blur of gold
brushed across a dark canvas.

Nagel fixed his cold eyes on the law
office as his boots squelched in the dust. So far Sheriff Whittaker
hadn’t bothered to light his lantern and his office was wreathed in
gloomy grayness. As he walked, Nagel let his eyes rove to the
structure adjoining the law office. It was the oblong, bricked cell
which had been a recent addition to the office. In this cell Benger
would be waiting.

Nagel strode to the front of the law
office and stood in the dust near the hitching rail. Across the
street, the miller pulled the shutters over his window and Nagel
heard the sharp rasp of an iron bolt. The gunslinger merely stood
there for a few moments as the wind whisked dust around him. The
shuffle of boots came to him—Whittaker’s boots on the rough wooden
boards. A mellow glow lit up the curtains pulled across the law
office window. The lawman had just attended to his lantern and
Nagel told himself the light would make his chore
easier.

Slowly and deliberately Nagel padded
up the boardwalk to the closed door. The gunhawk glanced back up
the street. Murphy’s figure was only a shadow. Keeping his left
hand firmly clutched around his gun, Spider Nagel raised his other
fist. Suddenly he crunched his rock-hard fist against the door and
stepped back.

“Who is it?” Whittaker’s demand
was a whine tinged with just enough apprehension to force a cold
smile to Nagel’s lips.

Nagel said nothing. The notched gun
was steady in his hand. Another shutter was frantically bolted and
Nagel could barely conceal the sneer on his face. The town was
closing its shutters and hiding itself from the spectacle to come.
The townsfolk of Hangman’s Creek had known this was going to happen
four hours ago, when Sheriff Whittaker had signed his own death
warrant by arresting Lin Benger. Maybe there was more shame than
fear in the slamming of those shutters.

“Who are you?” Whittaker
croaked.

The curtains moved and the wrinkled
face of the old sheriff was framed there, a white, frightened
face.

“What in the hell do you want,
Nagel?” Sheriff Whittaker grated.

“I’ve come to talk about Lin
Benger, Sheriff.” The gunhawk’s voice rang out over
town.

“There ain’t anything to talk
about,” Whittaker called back. “Lin Benger’s in a cell, where he
damn well belongs. And that’s where he stays.”

“Look, Sheriff,” Nagel said,
“let’s talk this over. We’re reasonable hombres. Now open up and
we’ll sit down quietly and have a talk.”

There was a long pause and Nagel knew
that the badge-toter would be debating whether or not to open the
door. And the town listened in silence behind shuttered windows and
doors. Finally Nagel heard the shuffle of boots. Then the door
grated open and Whittaker’s stooped figure was silhouetted against
the lantern glow.

“Come in,” Whittaker said
gruffly.

Nagel grinned. Although Whittaker
could see his face plainly, the rest of the gunslinger was wrapped
in shadow.

“Mr. Murphy wants Benger freed,”
Spider Nagel said softly, not moving.

“Benger’s my prisoner—he stays
in the cell!”

“Real pity you think that way,
Whittaker,” Spider Nagel whispered.

But the smile now curling the
gunhawk’s lips gave the lie to any regret he’d mouthed. His
killer’s instinct was aroused and already the hammer of his six-gun
was being thumbed back. There was a hollow click. In desperation,
Sheriff Whittaker groped to slam the door.

Nagel’s finger squeezed the trigger.
Gun thunder rolled out over Hangman’s Creek and Whittaker folded as
the slug smashed into his chest. There was a dull thud as his body
dropped to the boards and Nagel watched as the sheriff’s pathetic
old hand edged towards his holster. Then the hand went still. From
behind a shutter came the sound of sobbing. Nonchalantly, Nagel
slipped his gun back into its holster and mounted the steps. He
slouched past the corpse and into the law office.

“For hell’s sake!” Benger’s
knuckles were white as his fists clasped the iron bars. “What in
the hell kept you so long? I’ve been in this stinking hole all
afternoon!”

Nagel shrugged at the ragged figure in
the cell. The pallid lantern light slanted over Lin Benger’s
twisted face and bald head.

“Maybe the boss figured you
oughta sweat for a while,” Spider Nagel’s laugh was hollow as he
folded his arms. “After all, you didn’t have his say-so to kill
that miner.”

“The keys!” Benger croaked. “In
the top drawer!”

Nagel didn’t exactly hasten as he
walked around the desk.

He pulled out the top drawer and
rummaged inside. Benger muttered curses at Nagel’s slowness but
finally the gunhand went to the cell and fitted the big key into
the lock. He saw sweat beading Benger’s brow as the key
turned.

“Anyhow,” Benger snapped, “that
no-account miner was a damn card-cheat. Since when do I have to
have Mr. Murphy’s permission to plug a cardsharp?”

The cell door creaked ajar and Benger
shoved it wide open. He bounded past Nagel and reached for the
gunrig which Whittaker had hung over the wall hook. Trembling
fingers worked the leather through the buckle while Spider Nagel
strode over to the front door.

Benger frowned as his gaze dropped to
the bloodied body of Sheriff Whittaker.

“Any heroes out there, Spider?”
Benger asked, half-mockingly, nevertheless more than a little
concerned about who could be outside.

“This town has no heroes,” Nagel
said soberly. “If it had, Sheriff Whittaker would still be alive
and breathing—and we’d all be facing the hangman.”

Benger frowned at Nagel’s assessment
of Hangman’s Creek and its citizens. But he knew Nagel was
right—fortunately!

The two gunhawks went past the dead
lawman and stepped into Main Street. No one challenged them. No
guns were aimed their way. There was only silence, an empty street
and rows of lonely homes shrouded by dusk. As Spider had said, this
town had no heroes.

 


Lily Le Page watched them come in and
settle around the long table in her father’s study. They’d started
to arrive half an hour after the shooting, men dismounting from
horses and rigs and moving furtively up the garden path between the
aspens. Summoned to an emergency meeting of the town committee, the
men had hastened here. The preacher had come first, Pastor Samuel
Cowie, a big bombastic man with a huge bull neck, bulging red eyes
and a bellow which assailed his captive congregation every Sabbath.
Next to arrive had been Kurt Weckert, a seedy little horse trader
with swept-back hair. A minute later Paul Middleton had stalked
into the study just as he’d stalked to his judge’s seat in many a
courthouse in the past. Last of all came Rex Kramer, the harmless
draper who seemed more in place selling his garments to the ladies
than at a town committee meeting.

“Lily,” John Le Page nodded to
his daughter. “Reckon these gentlemen need a drink. A good stiff
whisky for each one of them after what happened
tonight.”

Mayor Le Page smiled wanly at the
preacher. “Excepting Mr. Cowie, of course. He’ll be taking
coffee.”

Lily took the whisky bottle from the
drink cupboard. She bent to select the glasses and her long raven
hair tumbled down over her shapely shoulders. She straightened and
began to pour the drinks.

“I reckon I don’t need to spell
out why I called this committee meeting,” John Le Page said
soberly. Yellow light slanted across his furrowed face and
melancholy eyes. “If you didn’t see what happened tonight, at least
you all heard it. Tonight our town law officer was
murdered.”

“We all knew it was gonna
happen,” Kurt Weckert said. “Sheriff Whittaker cashed in his chips
soon after he arrested Lin Benger. Hell! That was like slapping
Murphy in the face!”

Lily passed them their drinks and
glided from the study to get the preacher’s coffee.

“Well,” Kramer said nervously,
“we knew it was gonna happen. Some of us watched it from the safety
of our homes and—”

“And like the rest of this town,
we did precisely nothing,” John Le Page added.

“And what would you have had us
do, John?” Middleton wanted to know.

“We’re all guilty,” Le Page
said, sipping his whisky. “We sat and waited while the only man
with guts in Hangman’s Creek was gunned down for upholding the
law.”

“Listen to me,” Paul Middleton
said earnestly, “we won’t do any good figuring out who’s guilty.
The fact is, none of us would have stood a chance against Nagel or
any of Murphy’s men. To have gone to Whittaker’s aid would have
been the same as committing suicide. Now it’s the future we have to
consider.”

“The future!” Le Page echoed.
“What future? Let’s face it. This town has no future! I don’t need
to remind you of what’s happened to Hangman’s Creek over the past
two years. We let this killer, Leif Murphy, come into our midst and
start his saloon business. He brought in crooked tinhorns and
painted women. Cardsharps and whores!”

“Whores who walk the very
streets of our town!” Preacher Samuel Cowie bellowed. “Haven’t I
warned you about them from my pulpit?”

“And this
Murphy’s now monopolized the saloon business here in town,” Le Page
said. “Wiped out all opposition, so now the
Sin Palace
with its
high-priced rotgut and stacked card decks is the only place to
patronize.”

“Wouldn’t be so bad if the
saloon business was the only one he horned in on,” the draper said.
“But he’s now taking over the stores. Without competition he’ll
have complete control of prices.”

“But what can we do?” Middleton
spread out his hands. “We aren’t merely battling Murphy—it’s those
gunslingers he keeps around him.”

“Gunslingers who terrorize
decent folks,” the draper added. “You all heard what happened to
young Karen Seally?”

“She was raped by Abe Morgan,”
Weckert supplied.

“A fifteen-year-old girl!”
Kramer exploded. “Clothes ripped off her and then she was abused by
that ape, Morgan. Those gunslingers ain’t men—they’re animals. And
when they get liquored up—which is just about every night—they roam
the streets like a wolf pack. Like John said, this town has no
future. I’m figuring on moving away myself.”

Lily walked back with the coffee
tray.

“I did say this town had no
future,” Mayor Le Page admitted as his daughter handed a cup of
coffee to Preacher Cowie. “But maybe as a town committee we
oughtn’t to be thinking along these lines. There has to be a way
...”

“Well,” Weckert said, “we could
elect another lawman—that’s if we can get someone to agree to stand
for office.”

“Another candidate for a pine
box?” Le Page said. “That’s not what Hangman’s Creek needs. This
town needs more than a badge-toter who has to act by rules in
fighting a bunch of snakes who break every rule in the
book.”

“What are you getting at, John?”
Middleton asked. The ex-judge downed his rye.

“As I see it,” Le Page said, “we
have a choice of three courses of action. One is to elect a tough
sheriff. Well, we’ve tried that and Murphy’s man just blasted him
to death—openly, in front of the whole town. The second is a town
vigilante group to face up to Murphy and his crew. Now we all know
a group like that wouldn’t get far. Murphy’s men are professional
guns, and there aren’t many men in this town who’d want to stand up
to them.”

“You said there were three
courses of action,” Weckert prompted.

They all watched Le Page intently.
He’d been mayor of Hangman’s Creek for over a decade and was one of
the most respected citizens in the community. Widowed last year, he
lived here with this twenty-year-old daughter, Lily, in
semi-retirement.

“There is another possibility,”
Le Page said. He held up his glass. “Lily, I’ll have another
rye.”

Lily walked to her father with the
supple grace of a deer, and even though this was a crisis meeting,
the committee-men glanced admiringly at her youth and
beauty.

“I guess some of you have heard
about Cree Valley,” the mayor said as Lily poured his
whisky.

The preacher raised his
eyebrows.

“They had one hell of a problem
there,” Le Page stated. “Not unlike ours, actually. Three brothers
were terrorizing the town and there wasn’t a thing the lawman could
do. He was spooked, like the rest of the town. So they hired a
couple of guns for
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