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On a morning that seemed like any other, three riders emerge from a cold dawn and savagely beat John Guiana. His pregnant wife looks on in horror as the badmen steal three of his branded Lazy B horses, and, when a battered Guiana rides into Cash’s Crossing, Marshal Grit Harding arrests him for bank robbery and murder. The thugs used his horses to set him up – but why?


Aided by friends, Guiana slips out of jail and starts across the Texas plains, only to suffer a similar fate in Youngstown, this time being rescued from a lynch-mob’s noose by Starlight line-rider, Curt Long. But the enigmatic Long is much more than a line-rider, and one of Guiana’s friends is not all he seems.…


With the forces of evil closing in, John Guiana must confront an enemy he has never met, and fight a savage gun battle that will decide his future.
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PROLOGUE


 


He was a powerful man and, seated proudly at the head of the long table flanked by members of his family, that power was evident in both the vibrant health and enormous strength of his huge frame and in the unquenchable fire glowing in the depths of his dark brown eyes that spoke of tremendous drive and willpower.


A crystal wine glass glinted in the soft glow of the lamplight as he lifted it to his lips. As he drank, he looked across the sparkling rim of the glass towards the opposite end of the table and met his wife’s cold gaze. His own eyes were clear and untroubled in their nests of weatherbeaten, fine-lined flesh. He lowered the glass, and a hard mouth stained red with the rich wine relaxed into a smile and, in an unconscious, characteristic gesture, his hand lifted to brush back his thick mane of white hair.


‘You’re planning something, Ben,’ she said.


‘Am I ever otherwise?’


‘Oh, oh! Somebody out there had better watch out for trouble,’ said the dark-haired young woman sitting on his left, and at once her mother shivered.


‘I thought those days were gone. I thought. . . .’ She shook her head, her lips compressed to a thin line.


‘Position? Respect.’ This was the young man sitting opposite his sister. Like her, he was dark, but the eyes that were mirror images of his father’s lacked the bigger man’s inner strength, and in the droop of the mouth there was petulance not firmness. ‘Or should that be a certain reputation that comes mighty close to unsavoury notoriety, might even put a lesser man in the state Pen?’


‘There’s a dozen labels you could choose,’ the big man said flatly, ‘but what they all boil down to is the success that gave you an Eastern education and the rich living you enjoy.’ He ripped the white napkin from the front of his shirt, scraped back his chair and stood straight and tall. ‘I need to talk to Brad, share a smoke.’ The hard tone directed at his son was unchanged as he looked at the woman who shared his life. ‘Nothing of importance, Jenny; it’ll take a few minutes, no more than that.’


A gnarled hand moulded by hard work brushed her shoulder as he strode past her; a faint smile curled his lips as he felt her stiffness, the almost imperceptible recoil from his touch. He planted a pearl-grey Stetson on his head, crossed the polished floor and went out into the night, pulled the door to behind him, heard the click of the latch and crossed the dark gallery to emerge from the shadows into pale moonlight. He waited by the rail, his eyes adjusting. Across the wide yard, beyond the barn and the first of the big corrals, a cigarette glowed. The big man reached to his shirt pocket, took out a fat cigar; lit it, blew a stream of aromatic smoke, felt the sudden quickening of his heartbeat and allowed himself a thin smile.


It was a long walk across the yard from the tall, spreading tree standing in front of the ranch house, to the log pile at the corner of the bunkhouse where the man smoked patiently in the shadows: a walk that was another yardstick by which to measure the awesome success that had been achieved despite adversity, but which was always tainted and soured by the one wrong he had been unable to right. Well, the time had come, the wheels had been set in motion. . . .


‘They rode out an hour ago,’ the man in the shadows said. ‘Be there by dawn; move in so fast he won’t know what’s hit him, then press on to the Crossing.’


‘Who?’


‘You know I ain’t started takin’ on hands for the spring round-up. So it had to be the ’breed, Sharpe Eagan, Con Shipley, the wrangler, the useless Mex you hired so’s he could spend time playin’ with that Winchester and pickin’ his teeth with a knife.’


The big man grunted. ‘Tony Cruz. And what about Marshal Harding? Is he aware of what’s going on? Agreeable?’


The man in the shadows chuckled, sent his cigarette sparking into the dust. ‘Money talks. Hell, all you’re askin’ is he does his job – and I made sure he’s got an angel watchin’ over him in case he steps too far out of line.’


‘Good.’ The big man’s voice was soft, the words now not for his foreman but for his own satisfaction. ‘And then it’s finished, at last, after twenty long years. . . .’


His voice trailed away and, as he stared broodingly across the moonlit landscape that as far as the eye could see was his own land, one big hand lifted and fingers that trembled a little unconsciously traced the faded, V-shaped scar that encircled his neck and came to a high point under his left ear.









CHAPTER ONE


 


Three riders.


Beetles crawling steadily beneath the dark line of the trees, distance lending their approach an eerie silence, the sunless dawn light blanching colour from the mid-Texas landscape so that on the bleached grassland between river and trees they were nothing more menacing than three black dots.


And yet. . . .


What is it that makes a man instantly wary, John Guiana asked himself? Why should three dawn riders tie a knot in his stomach, send his mind in the instant of sighting to the shotgun gathering dust on its iron hooks above the fire, to the still oiled, disused six-gun rolled in stiff canvas and buried deep beneath the dresses, delicate underwear and intimate mementoes Meg kept stored in the battered iron chest? And unable or unwilling to provide the answer, Guiana let the curtains fall and turned away from the bedroom window to pad on bare feet from the room where his wife, Meg, slept warmly with her hair a tousled mass darkening the white pillow.


He watched the riders for fifteen minutes, first from the front porch where he washed and shaved, stripped to the waist and wincing and shivering with the pull of the blunt razor and the shock of ice-cold water on his lean, sinewy frame; shortly after that from the yard – at those times when his line of sight enabled him to see between house and outbuildings – when he had pulled on his work shirt and boots and wandered from the corral to the sheds and back again with his mind only half on the day’s work ahead.


‘Damn!’


The big grey whinnied, drew interested snorts from the other horses, followed him friskily with nostrils flaring and tail cocked high inside the fresh-peeled poles as Guiana gave up the struggle to concentrate thought and, instead, strode past the corral to climb the knoll that was little more than a knob of rough ground at the south end of the property.


Closer. Not pushing their horses, but holding them at a steady canter. And there was only one place they could be headed.


But why?


No, he thought, and shook his head irritably. Not why, but why not? Hell, it was a free country. Hadn’t he once, not too long ago, topped the south rise above this valley and let his wondering gaze rove wide in all directions, taking in trees and lush pasture and precious water flowing fast and deep as he marked a section in his mind? Hadn’t he moved onto the land and lived with Meg in a lean-to shelter close to the woods while he built the cabin from pine logs, then felt the exquisite pleasure as time stretched endlessly before them and roots became established and the small spread expanded and its timbers were weathered by sun and wind and rain until one day he became aware that, like the soaring backdrop of trees, it was part of the landscape?


Eighteen months? Two years?


And now this. Jumping at dark, moving shadows. Seeing danger in the approach of mounted strangers, in the way they came riding out of the dawn – because, after all, hadn’t that been the way he lived; the way, in times without number, he had come awful close to dying?


He heard Meg clattering pans in the kitchen, felt the nakedness of his hips as he walked hurriedly down from the knoll and the three riders rode up the long approach slope to the spread he had, from the beginning and with rich humour, called the Lazy B, now moving fast but almost soundlessly across the soft ground, weapons glinting at hip and saddle as the first dazzling rays of the sun slanted down from the mountains.


They swung in alongside the corral and their boots were already stirring the dust when Guiana was still thirty yards away, three armed men stepping down and away from their horses, drifting apart in an apparently casual movement that was nevertheless carefully orchestrated – and Guiana’s mouth went dry.


‘We’re takin’ three horses, feller.’


This was the man in the middle, tall, unshaven, sunken cheeks under the high facial bones of an Indian, dark eyes glittering and large teeth flashing in a savage grimace as gloved hands brushed the twin .45s suspended low on lean thighs.


After a moment’s hesitation – after weighing the odds and finding them daunting – Guiana said carefully, ‘Pick out the ones catch your eye, I’ll name you a fair price.’


Out to the tall gunslinger’s right, a lean man with sinewy legs and a shock of dark hair showing beneath his battered black Stetson – vaguely familiar to Guiana – chuckled softly. The dark, elegant Mexican leaning casually against the poles of the corral with a Winchester dangling half forgotten from his right hand spat into the dust and muttered something under his breath.


‘Price?’ The tall man shook his head. ‘Who the hell mentioned cash changin’ hands?’


‘I’m a horse trader,’ Guiana said, sensing the futility of words, panic rising within him as he thought of Meg, looked for a way out of a desperate situation and found nothing but menace. ‘Selling horses is the way I make a living.’


‘Living,’ the lean man said, ‘is something you’d best not discuss,’ and the Mexican laughed.


He was still laughing when his Winchester flicked up. A shot blasted, shockingly loud in the dawn stillness. From the house a woman cried out in fear as the bullet clipped Guiana’s left heel and took his leg from under him, spun him staggering. The tall man caught him, hard hands under his armpits, swung him bodily around and slammed him against the corral. Guiana’s head snapped back against the top pole. He bit his tongue, felt the hot, coppery blood spurt over his chin. The tall man changed his grip, took a bunch of Guiana’s shirt front with his left hand, held him stiff-armed against the poles as he half turned away.


‘Take ’em,’ he told the lean man in the black Stetson. ‘Strip the rigs, then cut out three horses. Yours is the big grey, pick out the two next best – and check all three for them Lazy B brands.’


He punctuated his words with a sharp turn and a ferocious right uppercut that grazed the side of Guiana’s head and almost ripped off his right ear as instinctively he twisted away. Through the singing in his head, he heard the creek of timber as the corral was opened, heard light footsteps pattering across the yard, in desperation, drove his knee up hard at the gunman’s crotch and felt it hit hard thigh muscle and slide away as the tall man laughed harshly. Then the right fist hit him three times in the face in swift succession, short, pounding blows that loosened teeth, split his eyebrow, turned his knees to water and, but for the iron grip of the man’s left hand, would have sent him down.


‘Stop it, all of you right now!’


The words were shrill, the voice close to hysteria. An oily double click brought the tall man’s head twisting around. Over his shoulder, through blurred eyes, Guiana saw Meg, bulky and awkward in the shift dress straining tight across her belly. The shotgun was at her shoulder. Her face was grim and white as bone.


‘You hear me? Let him go or I’ll . . . I’ll. . . .’


But even as she spoke, as the shotgun wavered, as her voice trailed away brokenly, the Mexican was moving like a snake striking. The Winchester came up and around. It cracked against Guiana’s chin. The sharp foresight raked his cheek. The muzzle bored into the soft hollow under his torn, bloody left ear.


And all the while there was the sound of the stocky man working in the corral, the whirr of his lass rope, the excited snorting of horses, the dry, throat-smarting taste of the stirred-up dust.


‘You pull those triggers,’ the Mexican said, ‘your man is dead.’


‘But you’ll die too.’


The Mexican grinned, his teeth flashing white under a drooping moustache. He shrugged, said with mock courtesy, ‘All right, I let you shoot first. Then you watch me fall down. But what use is that? Your man will have a hole in his head, his brains in the next county. . . .’


Meg moaned.


Guiana said, ‘Go back to the house, Meg, let ’em take the horses, leave us alone—’


The hard fist rocked him backwards. The Mexican leaned on the Winchester, holding it tight against Guiana’s neck. And now the tall man with the soft voice and the hard, gloved fist began systematically to beat Guiana, the iron left arm holding him upright against the corral while the right fist sank into his belly, slammed into his ribs, rocked his head back on his shoulders, sent blood flying in a fine spray of bright red droplets that formed a glistening pattern on the peeled poles.


The high ringing in Guiana’s ears was distant now, and fading, and over and above it, insistently, unendingly, there was the dull, meaty smack of the vicious blows the man was slamming into his body and head. He was faintly aware of Meg sobbing, of the Winchester’s muzzle grinding into the bone behind his ear; of legs as weak as those of a sickly, hour-old fawn.


Then, abruptly, the Mexican moved away. The hand holding his bunched shirt let go and the tall man stepped back. Like a one-legged man whose crutch has been kicked away, Guiana toppled sideways. He slid along the corral’s poles, stretched his length in the dust, rolled onto his back with an arm flopping loose. The rising sun poured blinding light into his staring eyes. Voices were jumbles of words, coming to him in waves. Then they faded, to be replaced by the creak of leather, the jingle of metal bits, a hard, rhythmic pounding. The ground trembled beneath his limp body.


And then there was a sudden rush of feet, a soft murmuring, and as gentle arms lifted his head and shoulders and warm tears dampened his face he strained upwards, shook his head to clear his vision, and stared across the yard as the three riders hammered down the slope until there was nothing left but the dust of their passing.









CHAPTER TWO


 


‘They must have known you, hated you, in the past,’ she said. ‘Why else would they do that?’


‘If you’re right,’ he said, ‘and they caught up with me after what has to be more than five years spent huntin’ me down, d’you think they’d leave me alive?’


‘Maybe all they wanted to do was teach you a lesson. And they surely did that – didn’t they?’ She looked at him, the damp, red-stained cloth poised, her eyes troubled, bewildered.


Guiana hitched himself up in the big chair, wincing as pain knifed across his ribs. ‘For a lesson to be worth the teaching, the man gettin’ taught needs to know the reason behind it. Ain’t no use in someone ridin’ in out of nowhere and whalin’ the tar out of a man unless the feller knows exactly why he’s takin’ a pounding.’


‘But if you know them—’


‘Meg,’ Guiana said softly, ‘that wrangler was familiar enough to nudge a nerve, but I know I never saw those fellers before today. They didn’t call me by name. There was no recognition in their eyes. They rode in wantin’ fresh mounts—’


‘No.’ She shook her head fiercely, splashed the cloth in the steaming bowl, squeezed it then leaned forward with difficulty to tilt his head with cool fingertips and gently wipe the caked blood from his torn ear. ‘I was scared out of my wits, John, but not too scared to see what was goin’ on around me. They rode in on fresh horses, unbranded so they can’t be traced, nary a streak of lather on them when that wrangler off-saddled.’ She bit her lip, frowning, said distractedly, ‘If he was familiar that’s because, looked at in a hurry, he could be mistaken for you – and this ear needs stitching, John.’


‘Soon’s I get to town.’


He reached over and took the cloth from her hand, eased himself out of the chair, his lips tight.


‘That’s the direction those . . . those men took. I feel sure they were making for Cash’s Crossing.’ Her eyes were troubled. ‘Another possibility is they were small ranchers making a mistake.’


‘Mistake?’


‘Oh, John, you know there’re rumours of trouble. Some big rancher getting high handed. Squeezing smaller spreads too hard. Taking payments for services he forces on them, protection on the big drives for a percentage at the railhead. There was even a talk of bringing a federal man in. . . .’


Standing stiffly, Guiana nodded. ‘One reason why I raise horses, not cows. But I think you’ve got this one wrong. Ain’t a man out there could take this spread for a big ranch, by mistake. No, there was cold calculation in what they were doing. This was no mistake, Meg.’


‘All right. But d’you reckon Grit Harding’ll listen?’


‘He’s marshal. A bunch of hardcases just rode in and stole three of my best horses.’


‘Or traded.’ Meg lifted the bowl, bloody water slopping over the edge as she took a heavy step towards the kitchen. ‘Isn’t that what they’ll say, if he even bothers to go after them?’ She hesitated a moment, then added, ‘Maybe you’d be better off talking to Liam Brannigan – I’ve got a feeling you’ll be needing someone who’s firmly on your side, no matter what. . . .’
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