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Reverend Winchester was sent to Rimrock with orders to bring the word of God back to the wild-and-woolly mining town. He knew it wasn’t going to be easy: Rimrock was a place where life was cheap and the pleasures of the flesh were many. But he was determined to give it a go.

What he didn’t allow for was Karl Latrobe and his kill-crazy gunslingers. Latrobe had taken over the town and ran things his way—usually at the end of a pistol. He certainly didn’t care much for the preacher who spoke out against him, so he decided that Winchester should be eliminated.

But there was one thing that Latrobe didn’t know. Winchester hadn’t always been a man of the cloth. Before that he’d worn two low-slung guns, and he was mighty fast with both of ’em.
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Chapter One – Legend With a Gun


THE PALE DUST hung in the searing, high-noon stillness as the lone rider came down from White Butte and started across the long, flat plain.

He was riding fast, snaking along the old stage trail that ran west from Three Wells to Indian Bluff.

The horseman was tall and lean. He was still on the right side of thirty, but he had the face of a man ten years older. Sun and wind and hard living had taken their toll on the gaunt face in the shadow of a dusty black Stetson. The clothes were black, too, and even the leather holsters tied low on his thighs. The only exceptions to that somber look were the gleaming walnut handles of twin six-shooters.

They were the guns of Chad Winchester.

The trail squeezed between ancient granite ramparts and began to climb. Winchester slowed the dun as he went over a blind crest and found himself looking at yet another valley. This one was as round and regular as a fruit bowl. Winchester reined-in and looked down with cold eyes.

In the bottom of that bowl lay the sprawling town of Indian Bluff, connected to the outside world by one steep trail in and another running out.

Winchester gave the town only a glance and then his ice-blue eyes went to the center of the valley, where the trail forked. His gaze traveled the northern fork toward the patch of green grass.

According to Laker’s letter, that was the Bar R Ranch.

In no hurry now, Winchester began to roll a cigarette. He returned the papers and the pouch to the same shirt pocket which held the letter containing an offer of a fee for the dispatch of two men.

Thoughtfully, Winchester lit his cigarette and ran over the contents of Ben Laker’s letter again in his mind.

Two brothers, Jeb and Nat Burrow, had bushwhacked Laker’s partner, Simon Brownlowe. Laker would not rest until they were dead. Chad Winchester had been recommended for the chore.

Winchester drew the cigarette smoke deep into his lungs. It was the kind of summons he often received. Sometimes the job offer came by mail to his rooms in Sand Creek, sometimes in person and occasionally by wire.

Every job involved a killing.

The gunfighter nudged his dun down the trail into the valley.

The Burrows would be just another job to Winchester, who was endlessly a professional. For the last decade, ever since that day in San Carlos when he’d blasted the Keno Kid to hell, he lived by hiring out his twin six-shooters. When Chad Winchester rode into a town, folks knew that someone was going to die.

The rutted trail hugged the wall of the basin like an eyebrow, but it was descending steadily. When it bottomed out, an untidy Sioux camp was scarcely a hundred yards away. A few heads turned to watch with no sign of interest. These tame Indians were long past the days of warring with the Bluecoat soldiers. It was likely that some of them worked on the several ranches which divided the valley with their wire fences.

Winchester noticed a few lighter faces among the lounging men and toiling women. He even caught a glimpse of blue eyes. Mixed bloods were the one inevitable legacy of contact with the White Eyes. Some white settlers treated the half-breeds like lice, but not so Winchester. Indeed, the only person he had ever felt close to was Brandy, an Indian woman of mixed descent. His eyes fell upon a young woman in the camp, and he remembered Brandy. It had been five long years. She would be in her mid-twenties now.

Winchester looked away and kept riding.

He came to the fork and took the northern trail. Newly stretched wire guarded the grass Laker had described in his letter. Up close, the grazing seemed sparse and dry. Shorthorns were scattered far and wide in their search for feed.

Further along the fence line was a notice nailed to a post. Winchester slowed the dun to read the uneven lettering on the whitewashed board;


BAR R RANCH

TRESPASSERS CAN EXPECT A BULLET

BENJAMIN T. LAKER


Simon Brownlowe’s name had once been there, too, but Winchester saw that it had been painted over.

Just beyond that blunt notice, a high gateway marked the beginning of a rutted track leading across the range to the wooden buildings of the ranch.

As Winchester took the track, he looked around for sign of Laker’s riders. As far as he could see, there were only beeves, grazing on patchy grass.

There was not a soul to greet or challenge the stranger as he rode across the dusty yard. The bunkhouse door was open, motionless on a single hinge. An old horse, unsaddled and untethered, stood by the water trough and desultorily lifted its head as Winchester rode past. A ramshackle buckboard was rotting away near the barn. Finally, as he approached the tie rail near the front porch, Winchester noticed the first sign of life. Hands parted the blue curtains at the window nearest the door, and he saw a woman’s white face framed in dark curls. She glanced at him for a moment and then straightened the curtains. Winchester heard her footsteps in the hallway as he reined-in the dun. The door opened wide before he dismounted.

“You’ll be Mr. Winchester,” she said flatly as her eyes appraised what she saw.

“I’m Winchester,” the gunfighter confirmed.

“And I’m Mrs. Laker,” she said. “My husband is expecting you.”

She was in her late thirties, and Winchester’s observant gaze marked the way her black hair tumbled over her shoulders. That was unusual for a grown woman with a husband. A tidy knot at the nape of the neck would be more in keeping. There was a sharpness to the woman’s face, but her body was full and firm. Winchester’s eyes appreciatively skimmed the swell of her full breasts beneath the light cotton dress.

The gunfighter looped his reins over the rail and followed Ben Laker’s wife into the coolness of the house. The ranch yard gave an impression of neglect, but the very opposite was true inside the rancher’s home. The woodwork glowed with polishing and gave off a faint scent of beeswax. The furniture was store-bought, and real oil paintings decorated the walls. An Aubusson carpet runner glowed richly underfoot as the woman led Winchester down the hallway.

She paused outside a closed door and looked up at the stranger.

“My husband called on you because he says you’re a legend with a gun,” she said. “I hope his trust is not misplaced.”

Her hand touched his arm for just a moment, and then she raised it to knock on the door.

“Ben, Mr. Winchester’s here.”

“Come in, Winchester.”

The woman stood aside, and the tall man ducked slightly to go through the doorway.

Aside from his black cigar and his polished desk, Benjamin T. Laker looked for all the world like an overgrown bullfrog. He was flabby, triple-chinned, bloated and ten to fifteen years older than his wife. He was balding, and what hair remained hung like knotted string. Opening his cigar box, he waved Winchester to a polished leather chair.

“I figured that you’d be here about now if you decided to come,” Laker remarked, as he slid the cigar box toward his guest. “Try one, Winchester ... they’re Turkish.”

“I don’t use them,” Winchester said as Mrs. Laker’s faint footsteps retreated down the hall.

“But you could use a drink?”

“Sure.”

Winchester watched the rancher stand up and move heavily to the cedar liquor cupboard.

“Don’t be deceived by the look of things outside,” Laker said as he filled two glasses. “The Bar R isn’t really rundown. It’s just that my hands have left me ... all except old Moses Dangerford, and he’s out riding the eastern range. The cowpunchers had a disagreement with me, so they just collected their pay and rode on out.” Laker placed one glass on the desktop in front of the gunhawk. “I’ll hire myself a new outfit next week—boys who don’t keep haggling over pay ...”

Winchester sampled his drink, then said, “I’ve come a long way, Laker.”

“Meaning you haven’t come all this way for small talk about my ranch?”

“You offered me five hundred bucks to kill two men,” Winchester prodded.

“Okay, I’ll come straight to the point,” Laker said in a harder voice. “Two backshooting bastards blasted my friend and partner, Simon Brownlowe, to his death. I want them in hell where they belong. You can have half the money now, and the other half when it’s time to call in the undertaker. If you start right now, you’ll find them at—”

“First, some questions,” Winchester interrupted.

“I thought you didn’t want small talk,” Laker said.

“No, but I want some straight answers to some straight questions.”

Laker’s dark brows knitted. “What sorta questions?”

“Well,” Winchester said coldly, “I always like to make sure a feller really does deserve to die before I fill him full of holes.”

“Deserve to die!” Laker echoed. “I told you, Winchester, they’re backshooting sidewinders—”

“Why did they gun down your partner?” Winchester cut in. Laker poured himself another drink.

“Couple weeks ago, they came back from a night’s hard drinking, both sozzled as hell and acting like crazy men. They broke into the Widow Caddy’s place.” Laker lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper. “They did things to the widow which can’t be mentioned in decent company, and when she told Simon, he went looking for them, meaning to settle the score.”

“Alone?”

“That’s the kinda man Simon Brownlowe was, Winchester. Ever since his own wife died, Simon had been sweet on Widow Caddy. He figured he had to face up to those brothers alone. It was his business and his fight, he said. When the Burrows saw Simon riding in, they must have set up an ambush. They got him in the back ...”

“Anybody see it happen?”

“No, but who else could it have been but Jeb and Nat Burrow? They’d raped the widow, and they must have known what was on Simon’s mind when they saw him coming.”

“What about the law?”

“Sheriff Carslake said there wasn’t enough evidence to charge anyone,” Laker sneered. “Fact is, that badge-toter’s yellow.”

“And you? He was your pard.”

Laker stared at him. “I’m not yellow and I’m no gunfighter. That’s why I called you in, Winchester.”

Chad Winchester finished his drink. He didn’t especially like Benjamin T. Laker, but then again, he didn’t like many of his clients. Sometimes he even despised them for hiring him to do chores a man should take care of himself.

“Where do I find these brothers?” Winchester asked.

“They’re lazy as lizards,” Laker said. “They play cards most afternoons at Trim’s Post... that’s just north of town. You can’t miss it. It’s a real eyesore of a place.”

“About the money, Laker,” Winchester said. “I want the whole five hundred now.”

Laker’s frown darkened. “That’s not the way I do business.”

“But it’s the way I do business,” Winchester informed him. “Take it or leave it.”

Reluctantly, Laker opened his desk drawer and thumbed through a wad of bills.

“I suppose I’ll have to trust you,” Laker mumbled grudgingly as he counted out the money and reluctantly pushed it across the desk.

The gunfighter recounted the money and stood up.

“They’ll be dead before sundown,” Winchester said. “I’ll see myself out...”

Chad Winchester was unlooping his reins from the hitchrail when he noticed Mrs. Laker standing further down the porch. The wind that had sprung up while he was inside ruffled her hair as she came toward him.

Winchester mounted the dun.

“Mr. Winchester?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Jeb and Nat Burrow are bad men,” she assured him. “They truly deserve what’s coming to them. I’m glad you’re going to kill them, so poor Simon can rest in peace!”

The woman’s words still rang in his ears as Chad Winchester took the rutted trail to Indian Bluff. The shadows lengthened as he came closer to town. He passed two other spreads. One was a horse wrangling outfit, and he saw the riders roping mustangs in a corral. Dust from stamping hoofs billowed across the trail.

Indian Bluff had started out as a makeshift fort, and some sections of the old wooden wall were still standing. The main street seemed uncommonly narrow, not much more than an alley until it widened out near the bank and the flour mill. Winchester rode past the law office, where a notice proclaimed that Sheriff Noel Carslake was on duty until six o’clock.

There was no reason to stop—lawmen rarely made him welcome. The arrival of Chad Winchester meant a burying every time, and some peace officers had even tried to post him out of their towns. Those lawmen soon found that Winchester wasn’t the kind of man they could push around. He came and rode out when he chose, and he always kept just within the bounds of the law. Winchester made sure the other man was always the first to draw.

A whisper was buzzing along the quiet street now—someone had recognized him. It was a cowhand who was in Langtree Creek the day he blew a hole in Reb Dace’s head. The word quickly spread. Chad Winchester was in town, the gunfighter who’d blazed a legend of death across the territory! Somebody was due to die! Ladies grabbed their kids and hurried home. Men gathered on street corners to whisper his name and surreptitiously glance at his twin guns as he passed.

Winchester paid no attention to them. He felt a coldness creep over him as he emptied his mind of everything but the job at hand. There were no flickers of conscience. Like other men he’d killed, Jeb and Nat Burrow were vermin. Winchester was merely the executioner, being paid to end their miserable lives. In a few minutes, his six-shooters would settle the account. That was all there was to it.

Trim’s Post was only a few minutes beyond the town’s limits, a converted barn standing back from the trail above the banks of a dry creek. A notice nailed to a post proclaimed that Mort Trim stocked everything from fodder to pots and pans. The smell of cheap liquor advertised another attraction. There was no tie rail. Horses were ground hitched or simply left to graze on the tufts of yellowed grass. Small windows had been cut into the trading post wall, and they seemed to stare at Winchester like four square eyes as he stepped down from the dun.

A wizened old drunk was keeping company with a half empty bottle of whiskey in the afternoon sun, and he looked up blearily when Winchester’s shadow cut across his light.

“I’m looking for Jeb and Nat Burrow,” Winchester said as the old man squinted up at him.

Whitened eyebrows raised at sight of the walnut-handled guns.

“Who’s askin’?” the old man asked guardedly.

“Name’s Winchester,” the gunfighter said coldly. “Go inside and tell them I’m here. Say Ben Laker sent me.”

“Winchester?” the old man whispered in something akin to awe.

The gunfighter nodded.

The old man climbed unsteadily to his feet and backed nervously through the open door. Winchester waited as the footfalls and the talk died away inside Trim’s Post. Even the wind dropped. The whole world seemed to hold its breath.

The first sound to break the silence was breaking glass, then a rifle barrel appeared against the furthest window. Winchester saw two eyes and a bearded face behind the rifle, then another bearded man, tall and lean as a beanpole, was crouching in the doorway, bringing his rifle to his shoulder. Winchester’s draw was a blur, and the walnut-handled six-shooters boomed. The man at the window slumped forward over the spikes of glass with blood gushing out of a third eye. A woman inside the building screamed. The beanpole in the doorway fell forward on his face as his rifle fired harmlessly into empty air. Blood began to ooze out in a free-form circle around the man’s head.

Winchester stood still, holding his guns down at his sides as a sobbing, red-haired woman threw herself over the lean body in the doorway.

“Nat! Dear God ... Nat...”

Several men crept tentatively to the doorway and the windows.

“You all saw what happened,” the gunfighter said coldly. “They had their guns out first.”

The woman looked up from Nat Burrow’s body, her eyes blazing fire through the wetness of her tears.

“Oh, yes,” she said, “my husband and his brother grabbed their rifles first ... but that doesn’t mean this wasn’t coldblooded murder! Nat and Jeb were farmers, not gunfighters! You murdered them both, you dirty killer!”

“Ma’am ...” one of the men in the doorway said nervously. “You know who you’re talkin’ to, so be careful...”

“Careful?” she wept. “Should I be careful because this gunfightin’ dog might kill me, too? Well, that wouldn’t matter! He’s murdered my husband, so I might as well be dead, too! Let him shoot me down if that’s what he wants. That’s his style, isn’t it?”

Winchester holstered his guns without a word. He had finished his job ... now it was time for him to ride.

“You pig, Winchester!” the woman screamed in rage and grief, shaking her clenched fists. “Murderin’ pig!”

“Mrs. Burrow,” a stocky little man
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