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Jared Hawk
wasn’t
looking for a fight. But he wasn’t walking away when the Mexican
called him out … he killed the pistolero.

He didn’t know the man’s brother headed an
outlaw gang working the Border country. But he had been warned: ‘My
name is Luis Brava. Remember that. I want you to know my name when
I kill you.’

And Luis Brava took his
revenge.

He left Hawk to
die.

It was a mistake, because Hawk
wasn’t the
kind of man to die easy. He went looking for his own personal
vengeance. And when he got hired to track the Brava gang he had two
reasons for doing the job the only way he knew how …
violently!
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For Jane
Harknett,

who always puts us at the
front.


Chapter One

 


INSIDE THE CANTINA
the air was cool.
Beaded curtains held out most of the light, filling the interior
with shadow so that the farthest corners were dark, impenetrable.
It was quiet, the only sounds the lazy buzzing of the flies and the
occasional chink of bottle against glass. A faint odor of chili
mingled with the redolence of tobacco smoke and spilled beer and
sweat, those smells gradually overcome by the sharper tang of the
lye soap the barkeep was using on the floor.

He was a man well into his
middle years, the fruits of his profession beginning to swell his belly
outwards over the dirty apron he wore. He worked in silence,
concentrating on the planks, keeping his eyes down as though
seeking out every offending stain. At regular intervals he jerked
his head back, flicking a cowlick of greasy brown hair from his
eyes and darting them round to glance at the shadowy corner where
the solitary drinker was working his way steadily through a
bottle.

The man had come in around
mid-afternoon—no one in Cabanos bothered over much about exact
time-keeping—and asked for food and whiskey. The cantina had been
quiet then, the noonday rush finished and the evening drinking not
yet begun. For no particular reason, the barkeep had been grateful
the man was alone: there was something about him that suggested
suppressed tension, an aura of controlled violence. He was not a
cowboy. The barkeep, long-practiced in guessing a man’s occupation
from his clothes and demeanor, identified him instantly as a
gunfighter, a pistoleer. He was young—in his twenties to judge by
his face, which was leanly-planed, good-looking save for its
hardness. His eyes were grey and cold, scanning the room with
automatic caution from under the brim of a low-crowned black hat
that matched the somber shade of his pants and leather vest. His
right hand stayed close to the butt of the Colt’s .45 Frontier
model sitting snug and deadly in the cutaway holster on his right
hip. The barkeep had studied the gunbelt with surreptitious
interest: it was unusual to see a custom-made belt, and this one
was doubly interesting. The revolver holster was integral
with the belt, the
scabbard riveted in place so that the muzzle was angled slightly
forwards, the butt canted back for a fast draw. It was matched on
the left side by a similar rig that was even more unusual: it held
a ten-gauge Meteor shotgun, the single barrel cut down to no more
than twelve inches and the stock cut to a pistol grip that jutted
forwards, cross-draw fashion.

When the man picked up his
glass, the barkeep saw that he used his left hand and knew he was a
shootist. He also saw that the man wore a black leather glove on
his hand, held tight in place by a drawstring around the cuff. At
first the barkeep thought he might be one of the fancy kids who
fanned their guns because they hadn’t worked up the nerve to rely
on a single shot. That might have explained the scattergun. But
then he noticed the fingers of the man’s left hand were stiff,
unable to close properly on the whiskey glass so that he used his
thumb to hold the thing in place against his palm; and changed his
mind.

When the man dropped a coin on
the bar and took his bottle over to the corner—where he was protected on two
sides by the angles of the walls and almost hidden in the
shadow—the barkeep knew he was no punk kid.

The man was called Jared Hawk. He was a
hired gun.

He was in Cabanos because it
was midway between Terra Alta and Valverde. And Valverde was the
closest town he could think of with a bank and a post office. In
Terra Alta he had killed two men with bounties posted on them, collecting a
note from the marshal that was worth two hundred and fifty dollars
in any American bank. The reward brought his money up to close on
one thousand dollars. He needed the post office to arrange the
transfer of the money to Iowa.

He thought about Iowa as he
drank his whiskey and stared idly at the door…

 


Farm country…

Corn country…

The harvest would be in
now…
The nights clear
and mellow with that big silver moon shining over the
stubble…

His mother—Mary Hawk—and his little
brother, Jamey, were running the farm. Had been ever since Jared
went back.

Went back and killed his father.

Instinctively, he rubbed at his
gloved hand, trying to flex the fingers rendered near useless by
the pitchfork his drunken father had rammed through the palm. He had quit
home after that, sickened by his father’s drinking and the frequent
beatings; knowing that if he stayed it had to come to a final
confrontation. He had wandered around after his hand healed,
concealing his disfigurement under the black glove. Had become a
mule-skinner; a scout; a lawman, working with Bill Hickok. Had
learned to use a gun with deadly efficiency. And learned that he
enjoyed its usage.

Then he had met the truth of something
Hickok told him;

‘It don’t matter he’s yore
father. You can’t afford to leave enemies behind you. Men in our
line of work, they need to watch their backs. You go home an’
settle things.’

Jared had gone back. Nothing
had changed much. His father was still drunk and still mean.
The big difference
was that this time Caleb Hawk had tried to use a shotgun instead of
a pitchfork.

Jared had killed him.

And ridden away, knowing that he was never
going home again.

He had wandered west and south,
drifting down into Texas and New Mexico Teamed up with a gunfighter called
John T. McLain. A man near old enough to be his father, and more
like a father than Caleb had ever been. McLain had taught him a
lot. And when he died in a dirty little street fight that blew up
for no particular reason and left the older man spilling his life
into the dust of a dirty little street in a dirty little town,
McLain had wished the scattergun and the belt on Jared.

Jared had worn it since. Had
used the Meteor to avenge McLain’s killing, and devoted himself to doing
what he knew best. It was a dangerous life, but he enjoyed it. It
paid better than cowboying or skinning mule teams, and the
discipline of scouting for the Army rubbed against the wild streak
in him. And it kept him moving, seldom affording him the time to
pick over the scabs of guilt that still remained. In that
direction, his one concession was to send money home: whatever he
made, he sent most of it back to Iowa. He no longer wrote letters;
just sent the money from places all over the western states and
territories, never halting long enough at any one place that a
reply might catch up with him.

He preferred it that way: any
other might hurt too much. ‘I hope you understand, Ma. I know Jamey does.’

 


Hawk lifted his glass and
tossed the whiskey down his throat. The liquor burned and he took a
swallow of tepid beer to kill the fire. Then he ran his right hand
over the stubble covering his jaw and realized that he hadn’t
shaved in two days. It had been longer since he took a
bath.

He stood up and called to the barkeep.

‘You got a tub? An’ a
room?’

‘Sure.’ The barkeep nodded. ‘Got
a room out back. Tub in the outhouse. Room’s thirty cents a night,
bath’ll be twenty,’

Hawk dropped a dollar on the
table. ‘Change should cover a stable.’

‘Yeah,’ The barkeep grounded his
mop in the bucket. ‘Want me to put yore horse away?’

Hawk shook his head:
‘No. I’ll look
after him myself.’

‘Yore choice, mister.’ The barkeep made no
move to pick up the coin. It was as though he wanted to stay as far
away from Hawk as possible. ‘Stable’s right next to the
outhouse.’

‘Thanks.’ Hawk corked the bottle
and fastened his left hand around the neck. ‘How long?’

For a moment, the barkeep looked
confused. Then he understood the question and said, ‘I’ll get the
water now. Won’t be long.’

Hawk nodded and went out through the door on
to the street.

Cabanos was still in the muggy
heat of late afternoon. Off to the north, where the high ground flanking the
Rio Grande lifted up towards the sky, thunderheads were forming,
building a curtain of dark grey and black against the blue of late
summer. The settlement was hunched like a nervous animal under the
threat of the storm, the single-story buildings flanking the main
street along its two-hundred-yard length seeming to crouch in the
silent heat, the adobe walls trembling in the haze. Across the
roadway a piebald dog scratched its ribs, and off to the southern
end, a windmill clattered listlessly as the warm wind blew
tumbleweeds like fragments of forgotten dreams over the
dirt.

Hawk unwound the reins from the
hitching post and began to walk the big black horse around the
cantina. As he entered the alleyway flanking the
building he paused,
listening. There was the drumming of hooves on hard-packed
sand, the
reverberation like a heartbeat on the ground. He turned the horse,
peering up the street as five riders cantered in. Automatically, he
checked them. It was difficult to make out details through the
shifting patterns of light and dust, but he saw that the group rode
in a vee-shaped formation, almost military in their precision. At
the head of the vee was a short, fat Mexican, a gigantic sombrero
flashing conchos in the sunlight. He wore a sweat-stained yellow
shirt that was crossed by twin bandoliers, all the loops filled
with gleaming brass cartridges. His pudgy face was decorated with a
flourishing mustache, the tips waxed so that they curled round like
horns. He wore pearl-handled revolvers, cross-draw style, on both
hips, and his pants were decorated down the sides with conchos that
matched the display on his hat.

A few feet behind him there was
another Mexican, tall and slender. Despite the heat, he wore a
silver-threaded jacket that ended just above the silver-studded
gunbelt spanning his narrow waist. His tight pants flared below the
knees, revealing an inlay of more silver that flickered in the
light, mingling with the reflections coming off his saddle and
stirrups.

Hawk watched as they rode up to
the cantina and dismounted, studying the three men last in line.
They looked to be Americans, two wearing faded denim shirts with
dark patches of sweat on the chests and sides; the third had a
maroon shirt, the chest crossed by the thin band of a shoulder holster. The
first two both wore standard holsters, tied down on their right
thighs. Hawk recognized the familiar curve of Colt butts, and on
the maroon-shirted man, the distinctive angle of a Smith &
Wesson Schofield.

When they dismounted, the short Mexican
took off his sombrero, revealing a shiny skull totally devoid of
hair. He wiped a bandanna over the glistening skin and set the
wide-brimmed hat back on his head. Beside him, the man in the
maroon shirt tugged on a black frock-coat, adjusting the hang so
that it covered the Schofield belted under his left arm.

All five removed their Winchesters from the
saddle boots before entering the cantina.

Hawk frowned, trying to place
their faces against his memories of wanted posters. No recollections came up,
so he eased back into the alley and led the black horse down to the
stable.

It was little more than a shed,
the walls open on two sides and all the stalls facing in towards a
central trough that was filled with murky water. He put the black in the
shadiest pen and forked hay into the manger built against the
interior wall. Then he unsaddled the animal and rubbed it down.
When he was finished, he carried his gear to the room and dumped
his saddle on the floor. The room was a hut, adobe walls with a
palmetto roof that was thick with cobwebs and dark blots of
spiders. There was a narrow bed with dirty sheets covering a
stained mattress and a bolster that smelled faintly of whiskey and
vomit. A single window let light inside the room, filtering through
the dust patterns on the glass. The door had a bolt on the
inside.

Hawk lifted the mattress and
watched the bugs run away, then he fetched the money from his
saddlebags and spread it over the leather bindings that formed the
base of the
bed. Dropped the mattress back in place, and went out to the bath
house.

The barkeep had already filled
the tub and there were three flies struggling to survive in the
steaming water. Hawk flipped them clear and stripped off. He hung
his gunbelt over his clothes, the butt of the Colt within easy reach,
and set the Meteor on the dirt floor beside the tub.

He climbed into the water,
hunching his knees to accommodate his height to the narrow confines
of the vessel, and began to scrub the trail dirt from his
body. When the
water got grey he shaved and then climbed naked on to the ground.
The barkeep had left two pails of cold water alongside: Hawk used
them both to sluice the slime of soap from his body, then toweled
dry.

As he got dressed the
stormheads he had seen building let loose a single peel of thunder. It
echoed like a faraway cannon, and for a brief instant the sky shone
silver, then was abruptly dark. A few droplets of rain plopped
lazily into the dust, producing miniature craters, like bullet
holes in the earth. Hawk went back to the room and tilted the
whiskey bottle to his mouth. The light was starting to fade as the
clouds drifted closer, and he checked over his guns with the door
open. From inside the cantina he could hear the five men shouting
and laughing.

He emptied the guns one at a
time, cleaning the bores and the chambers before applying a little
oil and reloading. He wiped a rag over the gunbelt and greased the
inside of each holster. Then, when he was satisfied, he buckled the
rig on his waist and slid the Colt and the Meteor loose a few times
until he was
confident of being able to draw as fast as he was able. Then he
went back to the cantina.

 


The place was filling up now,
the tables getting occupied by drinkers and card players. The
barkeep had lit some kerosene lanterns that were spreading pale
yellow light through the room. It shone off the bleached hair of
the two women drifting amongst the tables, sparking flutters of tawdry
brilliance from the cheap jewelry they wore and the diamante
decorations of their skimpy dresses. The men Hawk had seen coming
in were clustered around a single table with a deck of cards
passing amongst them.

Hawk went up to the bar and asked for a
beer and some food. The barkeep opened his mouth to reply, but just
then a massive blast of thunder shook the entire building. The
lanterns hanging from the ceiling danced on their stanchions,
sending wandering rays of light like multiple kaleidoscopes around
the walls and floor. The bottles on the shelf behind the bar
trembled, and Hawk felt the floor shake beneath his
feet.

‘Christ!’ said the barkeep. ‘We
got a big one comin’.’

Then the rain got started in
earnest. It hit like a Gatling gun, rattling a volley of water off the roof,
splashing on to the street so that clouds of dust got lifted up and
blown inside before the deluge quelled the rising and reduced the
length of the main street to a watery sludge. A woman squealed,
clutching the nearest man in mock terror, and the barkeep went over
to the front and stepped out on to the porch. He unlatched the
storm shutters and swung the wooden sections closed, then came back
inside to fasten the frames. His apron and shirt were dark with
moisture.

‘Them ponies gonna get awful
wet,’ he said. ‘You gents want to put ’em in the
stable?’

The fat Mexican put down his cards and shook
his head, grinning to expose a row of large, white teeth.

‘They are used to living rough.’
He spoke almost perfect American, only the slurred
r
giving him away.
‘Like us.’

The barkeep shrugged and the others laughed.
Hawk lifted his mug, not interested.

‘Goddam drifters.’ The barkeep
poured himself a glass of whiskey. ‘Don’t make no sense to leave an
animal out in weather like this. Not unless you’re plannin’ a fast
getaway.’

Hawk shrugged and sipped his beer.

‘Ain’t no reason, either,’ the
barkeep went on, choosing Hawk as his listener on the basis that
one gunman was better than five; especially if he was American. ‘No
reason to want a fast getaway from here. We don’t have no bank or
stage office, nor no peace officer. No reason at all.’

‘Maybe we got our own
reasons.’

Hawk had seen the tall Mexican
coming up to the bar. He had eased sideways so that his left elbow rested on
the plank counter close to the pistol grip of the Meteor. His right
hung by his side, close to the butt of the Colt.

‘Maybe we got our own reasons
that we don’t like to talk about,’ His accent was more slurred than
the fat man’s, the consonants blurring and the r’s rolling thickly. ‘An’ maybe we don’t
like other people discussing them.’

Hawk could smell the liquor on
his breath as he spoke. Knew that the empty bottle of
whiskey he was
holding was far from the first drink he had taken. He
shrugged.

‘Your business,
friend.’

‘I ain’t yore friend,’ said the
Mexican, setting the bottle on the bar. ‘I don’t have no friends
except my brother there, an’ our compadres.’

Hawk shrugged again, not wanting to get into
a fight with a man who had four friends backing him. Not wanting to
waste lead on a man with no bounty posted.

‘Your problem,’ he said. ‘Mine
is finding someplace quiet to eat.’

From the rear of the room, one
of the Americans called, ‘Federico! Leave it. Ain’t worth the
trouble.’

The Mexican turned, glancing at
his brother. The fat man smiled, stroking a finger against the
up-curve of
his mustaches. The slim one turned back to face Hawk.

‘You think we’re too
noisy, gringo?’ He stepped clear of the bar, his thin-lipped mouth set
in a sneer. ‘I guess you yanqui pistoleros don’t have the cojones to enjoy yourselves
properly.’

Hawk’s eyes got very cold. He set his mug
down and shifted his weight on to both feet, balancing. He looked
at the Mexican, and his voice came out cold and mean as his
eyes.

‘I got no quarrel with you, Mex.
But if you’re lookin’ for a fight I hope you carry coin enough to
pay the undertaker.’

‘I think you better take that
back, gringo.’ The man’s voice lost its laughter, the sneering fading
under the wash of anger. ‘I don’t like to be called
that.’

Hawk grinned. There was
no humor in
the expression. The man had come looking for a fight and now he was primed up
exactly as Hawk wanted: the insult of the “Mex” pushing him beyond
that fine point where reason would dictate his actions, leaving
only the irrational spur of rage.

‘Sorry,’ he said, still smiling
the ugly grin. ‘I never knew you greasers were so
touchy.’

‘You don’t know who I am?’ The
Mexican’s lips trembled with fury, their movement matching the
drumming of the rain on the roof. ‘You don’t know Federico
Brava?’

Hawk sniffed. There was a
coldness inside him that superseded the danger of chancing a fight
with five-on-one odds. He didn’t like being pushed around. Didn’t like getting
talked into a fight that was not of his own making. Liked even less
the idea of backing down.

It was like Hickok had told him
once: ‘Man
prods you, you got two choices. You face up or you crawl away.
Crawlin’ makes you dirty.’

‘I never heard of you,’ he said.
‘But you greasers are mostly alike. It’s hard to tell one bean
puncher from another.’

Federico Brava snarled, spittle
flecking his lips. Hawk went on grinning, knowing that the prodding
had tilted the balance in his favor. Take Federico with the first bullet, he
thought, then go down firing on the others. He hoped the barkeep
had a scattergun hidden under the counter. Hoped the man would use
it.

‘You got a choice,’ he said.
‘Walk away, or draw.’

‘Bastardo!’

Federico’s hand dropped as he spat the
insult. In the instant of clarity that slows violent action to a
timeless void, Hawk saw that his fingers were carefully manicured,
the nails clean, trimmed neatly. Then they were lost as the
Mexican’s hand fisted his gun, the slim fingers wrapping around the
butt of the Colt’s .45 Cavalry model.

Time stopped and speeded
simultaneously. Hawk’s right hand closed on the wood grips of the Frontier
model as his knees bent and he let himself fall backwards, pushing
away from the bar. He saw the Colt begin to lift clear of
Federico’s holster as his own thumb closed down on the hammer of
the Frontier model, his forefinger sliding with practiced ease
through the trigger guard. The gun was cocked as it cleared the
polished leather, the muzzle lifting to point on the Mexican’s
belly while Federico’s longer barrel was still hampered by the
ornate holster.

He lifted his thumb, feeling rather than
hearing the familiar thunder of the detonation.

For a moment that lasted just
long enough
for his shoulders to hit the floor, his vision was obscured by the
cloud of the black powder smoke, the lightning flash that
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