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Prologue


The sun was a searing orb floating in a metallic, cloudless blue sky over the Texas town of Amarillo. It blazed down on the dusty street. Heat rose in shimmering waves, carrying with it the scent of dry timber and parched grass.


A gaunt, ragged dog staggered across the square, collapsed and crawled under the warped boards of the plankwalk. From that relative coolness it gazed out, pink tongue lolling, glittering eyes darting through lids narrowed to slits.


An old man teetering in a bleached rocking chair on the shaded gallery of the nearby livery and feed store took a deep swig from a bottle, then let it fall from his gnarled hand with a hollow thunk. His eyes, sharp and blue and almost lost in nests of puffed wrinkles, never wavered from the two lean horses tied to the hitch rail on the far side of the street.


The two horses were loosely tied. They stood hip-shot, heads drooping, tails flicking at the tormenting flies. The branches of a dusty cottonwood wilted greyly above them, casting sparse, dappled shadows. It could not protect them from the sun’s dazzling light that reflected in a blinding glare from the bleached, peeling walls of the town’s bank.


Somewhere a horse nickered. Unaccountably, the bottle dropped by the old man rolled to the edge of the gallery and clinked into the street. He blinked, pushed down on the boards with one scuffed boot. The chair tipped, rocked back and forth, creaking … creaking …


Suddenly the somnolent hush of that scorching afternoon was shattered by the blast of a big gun. Glass tinkled. A woman screamed shrilly.


Fifty yards up the street a tall man emerged from the open door of the marshal’s office. He jumped down from the plankwalk into the dusty street, the badge pinned to his faded blue shirt glinting. He took a half-dozen fast, running steps. Then, as the bank doors crashed open, he sank to one knee. He raised a Sharps rifle to his shoulder; froze, elbow resting on his knee, squinting along the sights.


Two men burst out of the deep shadows of the bank’s interior. Silver ornaments glittered on the flat-crowned black hat of the first man. He was tall, black-haired, bow-taut. Two bulging gunny sacks were slung over his shoulder. A sawn-off 12-gauge shotgun dangled from one black-gloved hand.


Behind him, a slim, younger man backed away from the heavy doors. A .45 jutted from his right hand. His head was bare, his glistening face tense, flushed with excitement.


No words were spoken. They turned away from the yawning doors, ran towards the cottonwood and the tethered horses. As they sprinted through the powdery dust the man carrying the sacks of cash flicked a glance up the street, saw the kneeling man with the Sharps; looked the other way, spotted a tall man wearing a town marshal’s badge advancing unhurriedly across the street towards them, the blued metal of a sixgun shining in his fist.


Then there came the booming crack of the Sharps. The dark man carrying the gunny sacks staggered, cried out. His right leg crumpled. He spun, fell flat on his back. His black hat rolled in a lazy curve across the street. The shotgun slithered away in the dust.


The younger man skidded to a halt. His booted feet seemed to stutter as he turned, took a hesitant step towards the downed man, changed his mind, stood helpless. His mouth twisted as he saw the man with the Sharps, the town marshal bearing down on him, face bleak.


The boy’s eyes widened with sudden fear.


On his back, clutching his bloody thigh, his companion cried out hoarsely, ‘Run for it, leave me, I’m finished…!’


Then the man walking without haste across the street was upon them. Standing tall, sixgun held lazily, he said quietly, ‘It’s all over, son, drop the gun.’


The boy turned to face him. He looked down at the wounded man, at the sacks of money, licked his lips – made the wrong decision.


With a snarl of defiance he dropped to an awkward crouch, began to lift the Smith & Wesson.


There was still no haste in the tall marshal’s actions. Without any movement discernible to the eye the sixgun was level, the muzzle spurting flame. He triggered off just the one shot. It hammered the young bank robber back on his heels. His shirt was stained with bright blood. The pistol flew from nerveless fingers. His eyes widened. Then he crumpled to the ground, his long dark hair spread like ravens’ wings in the dust.


The man with the bloody leg moaned.


With a smooth motion the toll man slid the smoking sixgun into the holster tied down on his right thigh. He stepped over to the boy he had shot, knelt down, reached out a hand to touch the glistening face.


Frothy blood bubbled on his victim’s parted lips. The wide, frightened eyes stared up at the marshal. He saw the naked fear, the burning accusation, the inevitable, unspoken question; saw the familiar blankness of that inward took that always comes as death tightens its grip.


The marshal lifted his head and stared blindly at the dazzling walls of the bank. He let his fingers remain on the boy’s cold cheek as the eyes glazed and life slipped away.


And, all the while, the only sounds in that sweltering street in Amarillo were the fevered cursing of the man with the shattered leg and the mournful creaking of an old man’s rocking chain.…




ONE


Marshal Frank Seeger brought the bad news from Deep Bend to the Keen spread at Middle Creek at dusk, riding in with his long frame hunched inside a shiny yellow slicker as the first ice-cold spatters of rain blew in from the east.


He slid down off his roan outside the long, low, timber house, hitched the steaming horse to the rail then stepped stiffly up onto the stoop. Soft yellow light spilled from the windows, falling on a long, dark-moustachioed face that was pinched with cold. He swept off his stetson, slapped it against his knee. One gloved hand lifted to the door. After a slight pause he rapped with his knuckles on the heavy boards.


Morgan Keen caught that hesitation. He was thirty yards away across the yard, shirt-sleeved and sweating, stacking the last of the split logs inside the dim, sweet-smelling barn.


The beat of hooves had been carried to him on the rising wind as he swung the long-handled axe. He’d thought at first it was Grant, but the boy was checking fences to the south and this rider was coming from the direction of town. Morgan’s grey eyes had narrowed as he watched the horseman approach. When he recognized Seeger, his face hardened, and he straightened to his full height and ran strong fingers through his mane of iron-grey hair.


And even then, knowing none of the reasons for Seeger’s visit, he thought of Adam, his elder son.


Now, deliberately unhurried, he gathered the white wood chippings and dumped them into the box of dry kindling, took his jacket down from the nail next to the door then started across the yard, his broad back turned to the moan of the buffeting wind.


Thick warmth and a sudden silence engulfed him as he stepped into the house and closed the heavy door. Absently, he was aware of the mouth-watering odours of beef stew drifting from the kitchen, the faint tang of coal-oil and scented woodsmoke, the newer, alien smells of cold leather and of wet oilskins and strong tobacco.


Then he had clasped the cold, hard hand of Frank Seeger and, across the room, he looked into Becky’s eyes and saw her fear.


‘Frank has brought news,’ she said softly. She was dark and slim, her body tense in a worn cotton dress that had once been a rich red.


‘At my bidding,’ Morgan said, saw the slow, negative shake of the marshal’s head and went doggedly on, ‘Griff Hondo broke out of the penitentiary seven days ago. I need to know his movements. My guess is he’s headed this way.’


‘Not that,’ Frank Seeger said, and his slicker rustled as he shifted his feet awkwardly. His dark eyes glanced pointedly at Becky. When he looked back at Morgan there was a question there, emphasized by the slight lift of one bushy eyebrow.


‘Tell it to us both or not at all,’ Morgan said. ‘It’s always been that way, Frank, always will. If it’s not Griff Hondo, then it’s Adam. So what’s he done this time?’


Frank Seeger sighed. ‘There ain’t no easy way to do this,’ he said as Morgan crossed the room to the big stone Fireplace, touched his wife’s hand before stooping to throw a log on the fire. ‘A drummer was passin’ through Deep Bend on his way to Austin from Arizona Territory. Had an old copy of the Tombstone Epitaph. Lead story told how a man called Adam Keen – alias the Sweetwater Kid – was arrested by City Marshal Virgil Earp. Already been tried and convicted.’


‘That’s the bare bones of a story, picked clean of truth,’ Morgan said, straightening, his voice mild. ‘It doesn’t answer my question.’


‘What your boy’s done is cold-blooded murder, Frank. Killed a gambler in a saloon dispute. Seems Adam wanted to know if the ace of spades came off the top or bottom of the deck – or out of the gambler’s sleeve.’ He reached beneath his slicker, withdrew a folded sheet of newsprint, placed it carefully on the small table by the lamp.


‘Oh, my God!’ Becky whispered, staring at the crumpled section of newspaper with horror in her eyes.


‘He faced similar accusations once before, and it was wrong then,’ Morgan said. Close to Becky now, his big hand in the warm hollow of her back moved gently, soothingly. ‘An old newspaper, you said. A mite old – or is it too old by far?’


Seeger met Morgan Keen’s grey eyes, saw the iron will behind that flat gaze yet knew that one word from him and that spirit could be broken.


‘No,’ he said quietly, and watched relief cause Becky to sag limply against the tall rancher. ‘Not too late. They’re going to hang the Sweetwater Kid, Morgan – but you can see for yourself that if those dates are right you’ve got maybe seven days.’


They gave Frank Seeger a mug of scalding coffee and Morgan sat with him at the dark colonial table while the heat from the log fire thawed the town marshal’s joints and he made small talk and watched Becky Keen smile mechanically with her head turned constantly to the darkening windows, her dark eyes distant.


One son’s in trouble and now she’s listening fearfully for the other, Seeger thought, and he wondered how Keen would handle this.


A former United States marshal, Morgan Keen had handed in his badge two years ago after seeing the savagery of his own hard face reflected in the frightened eyes of a dying young gunman. He had been watching his back trail ever since.


During fifteen years as lawman in a succession of tough Texas towns, he had hunted cattle rustlers and gunslingers from the Mississippi to the Rio Grande, tossed them in jail then stared impassively as they spat their hatred and with eyes glittering had sworn to get even. Some had been hanged, their last words choked off by the noose. Others had been taken to the Texas State Penitentiary to sweat blood breaking rocks on a chain gang and lie brooding through the long hot nights.


Griff Hondo was one of those whose hatred for Morgan Keen had festered in a prison cell. On a sultry day in Amarillo he’d walked into the bank with his kid brother and blasted a teller with both barrels of a shotgun, splashing terrified customers with bright blood. Then he’d walked out into the sundrenched street with two sacks of money and been shot in the thigh by a keen-eyed deputy with a Sharps, watched in helpless agony as Town Marshal Morgan Keen called out a challenge then gunned down his kid brother.


Griff Hondo had lived, and now, after two years, he was free. And Frank Seeger knew Morgan Keen was already weighing the deadly threat posed by Griff Hondo against the certainty of his own maverick son going to the gallows.


The marshal’s chair grated as he stood, clapped his stetson on his mane of black hair. He caught Keen watching him, and shrugged.


‘You’ll work this out in your own way, Morgan,’ he said awkwardly. ‘I can’t see any way to help, but you need me I’ll do what I can.’


‘Sure.’ Keen watched Seeger nod to Becky, then walked with him to the door, stepped outside, pulled it closed behind him.


‘Hondo’s sure to come,’ he said, his soft words almost lost in the buffeting wind. ‘But unless I ride hard for Tombstone, my boy’ll die.’


‘According to law, until Hondo makes his move my hands are tied.’


‘I understand that. But we’re ten miles south of Deep Bend, Frank. He can ride in any time, and he won’t be alone. I can’t leave Becky out here.’


‘Bring her to town. She can stay at my place, Helen’ll be glad of the company.’


‘No.’ Keen drew a deep breath. ‘The way Becky sees it, I’ve lived too long with a killer’s shadow, come to believe it’s real. She won’t leave her home for a threat that doesn’t exist.’


He watched Seeger turn his back to the wind, hunch over inside his slicker and light a cigarette in his cupped hands. The flare of the match lit the flat planes of the lawman’s face, emphasized his weariness.


‘Well, if you change your mind …’ the lawman said. He shook his head, warmly cuffed Keen’s shoulder, then stepped down off the stoop and unhitched the roan. He found a stirrup, swung into the saddle. Sparks flew, scattering, as the wind caught the quirly. Then he raised a hand and rode away into the darkness.


The first wind-driven rain showers had already dampened the dust when the four trail-worn riders turned into Deep Bend and rode their weary horses through the shifting pools of light cast by the town’s swinging oil lamps.


Their long shadows flitted across the pock-marked dust, chased along the shiny wet plankwalks then danced crazily across the street as a stronger gust set the high lamps shuddering.


Then the riders had moved alongside the hitch rail outside the Silver Dollar saloon. Two of the men slid down from their saddles, their eyes restlessly searching the darkened doorways then drifting on to where a pool of yellow light spilled from the open door of the marshal’s office.


Griff Hondo tied his horse, then limped up the steps to the plankwalk and turned to face the street.


He was a tall man, Griff Hondo, lean-framed and big-boned, with a lazy, bent-over way of standing that could dangerously mislead casual observers. His eyes were a flat, washed out blue, their watchfulness at odds with his indolent posture. Long, black hair hung lank from under a flat-crowned, black hat whose greasy leather band glittered with silver conchos. A straggly moustache drooped over a mouth like an ugly knife slash. The face – gaunt, with the high cheekbones of an Indian – was unnaturally pale.


‘Sughrue, you know this town,’ he rasped. ‘You see the marshal’s horse over there?’


‘See his deppity’s,’ black-clad Sughrue Hanks said, grinning as he stepped up to join Hondo. ‘An’ he ain’t no use to man nor beast.’


A stocky, muscular Mexican wearing a wide-brimmed sombrero and tight black pants tucked into fancy boots turned with a creak of saddle leather, glanced up and down the deserted street and spat his disgust. ‘This place was any quieter, it would be dead,’ he said. ‘The marshal, he got any sense at all he’s home keepin’ his woman warm.’


Hondo grunted, again questioned Sughrue.


‘That make sense?’


Sughrue nodded. ‘Reckon. Mostly hardworkin’ ranchers hereabouts. Steer clear of town, ’cept at weekends.’ He flicked a glance at Hondo. ‘Ain’t nobody calls at Deep Bend without good reason.’


Hondo chuckled, a cold sound devoid of mirth.


‘Latigo, you and Chico head on down the livery, then book in at the rooming-house. Ask about. Find out what time the marshal left, what time he gets in mornings. Do it casual. Anything I should know, come running.’


Latigo Noon angrily flicked the loose end of the reins against his stovepipe boot with a snap of rawhide. He was tall, gaunt, his gloved hands slender. A white scar slashed from his left eye across his cheek, twisting his thin lips into a permanent sneer.


Like all four men he wore twin sixguns in tied-down holsters. As he stared, narrow-eyed, at Griff Hondo, the disfiguring sneer was more pronounced.


‘I don’t run for no man, Hondo,’ he said flatly, and off to one side the Mexican, Chico Cardosa, pursed his lips and began a thin, tuneless whistle.


‘You do exactly as I say until this business is finished,’ Hondo said without interest.


‘Because you took me along when you bust out the Pen?’


‘That, sure. You watch my back ’til I settle with Morgan Keen. That promise bought you your freedom.’ Hondo turned his pale unblinking eyes on Noon. ‘Maybe also because if you cross me, you’re dead.’


‘But not right now he ain’t,’ Sughrue said. ‘What we aim to do is drift into town, drift on out. We play this right, nobody sees us come, nobody sees us go.’


‘Ghost riders,’ Hondo said, and grinned at Noon. ‘Way Sughrue tells it, Marshal Frank Seeger gets to his office at first light. By that time I aim to be at the Keen spread at Middle Creek, ridin’ in out of a cold dawn.’


Latigo Noon dipped his head against a gust of driving rain as Chico Cardosa wheeled his horse and set off down the street.


Noon said scathingly, ‘Four men needed to kill one old feller hoppin’ out of bed with his britches round his ankles,’ and his black eyes appraised Griff Hondo, saw the man’s jaw tighten.


‘Yeah, but that man’s Morgan Keen,’ Hondo said softly, and in his voice there was grudging respect, and something else that he knew had been put there by his years in a cell.


Prison routine slows a man down, dulls the fine edge that in a savage land makes the difference between life and death. Hondo had been free for one week, his reflexes still untried.


Latigo Noon was an outlaw with a reputation. He had been riding south from Wyoming when he was caught cold and thrown in the Texas Pen. If Hondo could have downed him here it would have given him confidence to carry with him to Middle Creek; to face a man like Morgan Keen.


But this wasn’t the time, or the place.…


‘Ten years ago,’ Sughrue Hanks said laconically, ‘a man plannin’ to best Morgan Keen would’ve brung an army,’ and Latigo Noon swore angrily, kicked his bronc into a swinging turn and took off after the Mexican.


Griff Hondo watched the lean renegade slow his horse as he neared the marshal’s office, saw the lamplight catch the flat planes of his face as he turned his head towards the window. Then he was past, and Hondo jerked his head at Sughrue Hanks, turned towards the warmth and bright lights of the Silver Dollar and strode in through the swing doors.


‘Grant’s late.’


‘There’s a heap of fencing to be checked. He’ll be along presently,’ Keen said.


While he’d been outside talking to Frank Seeger, Becky had placed his dinner on the kitchen table. But her mind was elsewhere and, as he sat down, Keen began to hope that the very real threat to Adam would make her think realistically about Griff Hondo.


Born and brought up in Boston, Rebecca Keen taught ranchers’ children at the tiny school nestling among the group of timber houses some two miles away at Middle Creek. But Morgan was always of the opinion that a mind packed with book learning often had no room left for plain old common sense – and once Becky got her teeth into a notion she could be as stubborn as a mule.


Suddenly aware of his hunger, Morgan set to and ate with gusto, relishing the lean beef and vegetables and firm sweet potatoes, mopping up the last of the rich gravy with thick slices of freshly baked bread. But, as he pushed his plate away and settled back with a sigh of satisfaction, he knew that the respite from worry had been only temporary.


Coming on top of the threat from the runaway outlaw Griff Hondo, the news of Adam’s death sentence was a cruel body blow that created a terrible dilemma. And despite Frank Seeger’s optimism, one week was cutting things a mite too fine.


Tombstone was in Cochise County in the territory of Arizona. That was a tough, seven clays’ ride away across West Texas and the barren hills of New Mexico.


Morgan stirred as Becky’s hip brushed his arm, glanced up and smiled as she handed him a mug of coffee. She sat down opposite him, her eyes dark, disturbed. Then, as he lifted the mug in his big hands and sipped his drink, they both heard the faint rattle of hooves crossing the yard.
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