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Part One


The Gathering




ONE


With the arrival of spring it was his habit to step outside the old cabin when the sun was still a cold light beyond the horizon. After a night swathed in rough blankets he relished the feel of the chill breeze on his bare chest, the wash of clear, pine-scented air through lungs that were clogged and stale after hours of sleep in the single, shuttered room; the intensity of the light, after dreaming restlessly of haunting shadows.


The cabin was set on a grassy, tree-lined bluff to the south of the long slopes leading to higher ground, and movement of any kind was rare. In the silence of those early mornings he would wash at the wooden bucket outside the door, and the splash of icy water, the snort of his own breathing as he sluiced his face, the rasp of the razor – all of these simple sounds were as startling as a twig cracking in silent woodland.


None of this had made him careless. Each morning he would ease himself from his warm bed, pad across the dusty boards to the door and set his grey eyes carefully searching the trail that cut across the rolling plains towards the town of Desolation.


Occasionally he would see the outlines of a Studebaker wagon, crawling across the landscape towards San Angelo, some twenty-five miles to the north. Late one afternoon he had sat and watched a medium-sized herd of longhorns being driven west, and had wondered idly if the trail boss was about to risk the ninety-mile trip across the Staked Plains blazed by Joe Loving, aiming for Castle Gap, the swift-running waters of the Pecos and the long trail north.


And for a time his thoughts went with that rolling dust cloud, lost in nostalgia, for beyond Castle Gap and the Pecos lay Comanche Springs, and the cool green pastures of his home.


In his careful, daily scrutiny of the Texas plains watered by the three Concho rivers, he had seen nothing to suggest that the ruthless man who was hunting him had picked up the scent. Yet each time he took that first step over the threshold, fear tightened his stomach muscles, had done so every day for six months.


Inevitably, although he still took care, his morning ritual had become a habit. With the passing of time the eyes that carefully scanned the arrow-straight trail saw that, and that alone. And the man who finally broke his solitude came like a ghost in the night, and with infinite patience became a part of the landscape.


‘Mornin’, Gade.’


Shattering the silence, the sound of his own name was a physical blow that rocked him back on his heels. He sucked in his breath, felt the hairs on his neck prickle; thought of the .45 in its holster, the leather belt shiny with shells hanging yards away on the back of the broken chair.


‘Always said you were part Injun, Shako,’ he said. ‘You been sat there all night?’


The chuckle was low and hoarse. Tight in against the trees on a ragged pinto that seemed carved from stone, Shako Gunn was all knobs and angles wrapped in an old Indian blanket. The greasy brim of his battered hat drooped over lank grey hair. Black eyes glittered. The seamed face was of tanned leather, cracking with age.


‘Most of it. Like to froze clear through. I still could’ve blowed you back inside, Gade, with half your backbone missing.’ The black eyes shifted and Gade Haggard saw that the gloved claws of Shako Gunn’s hands clutched a battered shotgun, the barrel resting rock steady across the pommel.


‘Yeah,’ Haggard said, letting his breath go. ‘But even a sonofabitch like you wouldn’t ride all this way to kill the only friend he ever had.’


‘Friend? Now, there’s a word I ain’t heard in a while,’ Gunn said. He kicked his left leg forward and up over the horse’s neck and slid easily from the saddle, trailed the blanket down the short slope to the cabin, stood spread-legged in front of Gade Haggard.


‘You invitin’ me in?’


For a long moment Gade Haggard stood there, a tall, bone-thin man with muscles like rope, grey eyes staring bleakly from a gaunt face framed by long dark hair, elbows bent, the thumbs of his big hands hooked into the waistband of washed-out pants.


Then he turned and led the way wordlessly into the cabin.


The smell of Shako Gunn was all about him as he moved, pungent, part earth, part animal. Haggard watched the gaunt figure drift past and pad across the bare boards on soft moccasins, rest the shotgun against the bunk then take the steaming pot off the stove, pour hot black coffee into two mugs.


‘To old times,’ Gunn grated. His black eyes were alive, hungry. He lifted a mug, drank deep, and as Gade Haggard slipped into his worn shirt and tucked it into his pants he realized, with enormous relief, that the lonely days of uncertainty and watching lay in the past.


‘Old times are forgotten times,’ he said softly, feeding Gunn the lie, inviting the response.


‘By you?’ Shako Gunn laughed harshly, handed Haggard a mug. ‘Your own father hanged your brothers, Gade, held you at gunpoint to watch ’em swing.’


‘Your gun, Sergeant,’ Haggard said. ‘I was backed up against a wagon, your Army Colt under my chin.’ He sipped the scalding coffee too fast, felt the tears spring to his eyes, blinked, said, ‘You never took your eyes off me. When those troopers used their quirts, drove both broncs squealing from under my helpless kin, you felt me flinch, watched my eyes.’


‘Saw ’em there,’ Shako Gunn said, and now his own voice was hushed, his eyes distant. ‘Two reflections. Dark shadows, twistin’ and swingin across the moon.’


‘You could’ve stopped it.’


‘Me?’ Gunn cocked an eyebrow, dragged the grey blanket across his shoulders, clasped his gloved hands about the hot mug.


‘We were all in it,’ Haggard said. ‘Grant, Dougie … me, you.’


‘Desertion made better sense than servin’ under Reuben Flack. But in that clear moonlight they caught us cold. Dougie and Grant went too soon, too fast, Gade. They was through the trees and halfway across to the Yankee lines when our outlyin’ piquets spotted ’em. No way I could cover. Best I could do was swear to your pa you was with me, wanted no part of it.’


‘My stepfather. And he didn’t believe you.’


‘No.’ Shako Gunn drained the coffee, carefully set the empty mug on the table, stared speculatively across at Gade Haggard.


‘No,’ he said again, ‘Major Flack, he sure didn’t believe me. He knew wherever your brothers went, you went. But he listened to me tellin’ him the lie, and he took your brothers and lashed their hands with rawhide and put the ropes around their necks and then, before he gave the word, he looked at you.’


‘And I kept my mouth shut.’


‘No man wants to hang,’ Shako Gunn said flatly. ‘But because of what you did, when the war ended you came here ’stead of goin’ home. And because by killing your brothers Flack also broke your ma’s heart, you’ll ride with me to Desolation.’


Haggard stirred. ‘He’s that close?’


‘Bin there a week. Took a room over the saloon.’ Gunn let the information sink in, saw the frown, said softly, ‘And in case you’re wonderin’ why he’s here, there’s a ranch way out west of town just been bought by a man named Mil Ransome, rode with Custer at Gettysburg.…’


He caught the sudden interest in Haggard’s eyes, nodded. ‘A Yankee with a slice of Texas. But worse than that, he’s got himself a pretty Texan wife, gal with hair like ripe corn. Your sister, Libbie. Waited till your ma had recovered some from losin’ three sons in the war – two of ’em permanent – then left home with her blessing.’


Gade Haggard swore softly. ‘The war’s a year gone. When’s he goin’ to quit chasin’ Yankees?’


‘Not till the day he dies.’


‘And now Libbie’s involved. Flack’s had his eye on that girl from the day he rode out’f the Plains. He took Ma for his wife, but his body lusted after younger flesh – an’ a goddamn Yankee’s pushed his nose clear out of joint.…’


Gade Haggard dragged a hand across his face, heard the rasp of whiskers, thought he heard another sound, outside, the faintest clink of metal on stone.


He remembered then that Shako Gunn had stepped down off his bronc and interrupted a morning routine that had become a ritual; had called his name before his eyes had time to focus on that distant trail.


And he knew that had been a bad mistake. Shako Gunn was here because of Major Reuben Flack, the tall, fanatical Texan who, fifteen years ago, had appeared like a grey ghost out of the blistering heat of the Staked Plains. He’d slaked his thirst at the Pecos, then ridden on to the Haggard spread beyond Comanche Springs, and with a fetching grin that masked a heart of stone, had stepped down from his weary mount and swept a grieving young widow off her feet.


‘I was fourteen, Dougie and Grant a couple of years younger,’ Gade Haggard said softly. ‘I should have killed him then, when he was too weak to lift an iron.’


He looked up, met the eyes of the old friend who had been alongside him through the last two long years of a savage war; caught in them the sudden flicker of warning; saw the mouth open to yell—


Glass shattered behind him. A slug thunked into the cabin’s back wall. A second drew sparks from the iron stove. A third plucked at his hair as he dived for the dirt floor.


Then he rolled. He grabbed for his gunbelt, brought the rickety chair clattering down. The Army Colt spilled from the oiled holster. Haggard snatched at the smooth butt, cocked the hammer. Like a snake he wriggled towards the open door.


‘No!’


He rolled onto his back, sixgun held high, melted into the shadows. ‘Must’ve trailed me, stayed back of those tall trees,’ Gunn hissed. ‘Couldn’t’ve seen you step outside. Would’ve took you then, single aimed shot.’


‘Flack’s men?’


‘Sure. For six months I’ve been a thorn under their saddles, the itch they can’t scratch.’


He slipped past Haggard, said, ‘Stay out of sight.’ Then roared, ‘Hold your fire, I’m a-comin’ out!’ and stepped down onto the stone step.


Haggard wriggled back across the cabin. He stopped when he was beyond the rectangle of morning light flooding through the door, hitched himself into a sitting position against the bunk. From there he watched Shako Gunn walk thirty yards down the slope to meet the two riders who emerged from the trees and approached the cabin.


‘Part Injun, part Irish,’ Haggard muttered, face bleak. ‘You need both, old friend – or we’re both dead.’


Shako Gunn stopped. He stood side on, his left shoulder towards the riders. The grey blanket hung from his bony shoulders. The shotgun was cocked, the barrel resting in the crook of his left arm.


The gunmen drew rein. The leaner of the two had the face of a hawk and carried a Spencer breechloader, butt on his thigh, muzzle pointing skywards. He leaned to one side to peer past Gunn.


‘Haggard ain’t there,’ Gunn said.


The second man was a stocky Mexican armed with twin Remingtons in tied-down holsters. He wore a huge, ragged sombrero. Under his sweeping moustache his mouth was twisted in a cynical sneer.


‘Only your word for that,’ he stated, and spat into the dust.


‘Well now,’ Shako Gunn said softly. And suddenly the morning crackled with menace.


‘Step aside, old man,’ said the lean gunman.


‘He’s got a shotgun,’ the Mexican said. ‘He thinks a shotgun makes him immortal.’


‘No,’ Shako Gunn said. ‘What this shotgun does is make you think.’


‘Sure. What I’m thinkin’ is, you mebbe get one of us, then you’re dead,’ said the man with the Spencer. He cocked the hammer, let the rifle swing almost lazily to cover Gunn.


Shako Gunn laughed. ‘Blast away, friend. But while you’re squeezin’ that Spencer’s trigger, this shotgun’ll cut one of you fellers off at waist level.’


‘Two men die,’ said the Mexican with amusement, ‘for an empty goddamn cabin.’


‘You called me a liar,’ Shako Gunn said. ‘When the smoke clears, one of you’ll know for sure my word was good.’ He grinned. ‘But right now, I ain’t sayin’ which one.’


From the shadows inside the cabin Gade Haggard heard the creak of leather as the lean gunman shifted in the saddle; caught the brief exchange of glances; noted the immobility of Shako Gunn, and knew from experience that the lined face would be blank, the black eyes infinitely patient.


Then it was over. The lean man swore, jerked his head, and the two riders wheeled their mounts and rode away from the cabin at a steady lope.


Gunn watched them go, then walked up the hill to the edge of the trees. He picked up the trailing reins and led his horse across the grass to the cabin.


With his back to the open door he slid the shotgun into its saddle scabbard. Out of the corner of his mouth he said, ‘You remember Sam Pickens?’


‘I remember,’ Haggard said. He climbed off the floor, sat on the edge of the bunk, eased his stiff legs.


‘Sure you do,’ Gunn said. ‘And that’s one more reason you’ll ride to Desolation.’


He swung into the saddle, dragged the blanket around his shoulders. Then without a backward glance he kicked the pinto in the ribs and set off towards the ribbon of trail over which the dust stirred up by Flack’s gunmen still drifted.




TWO


The lean man dressed from head to foot in black was unnaturally still, had been so for many long minutes. He sat in a hard, straight-backed chair in the corner of the room, watching Reuben Flack.


Flack was tall, powerfully built, a man in his early fifties with a hard face and long, grey-blond hair. He wore the non-regulation short jacket of a Confederate cavalry major, a star glittering at each side of the high collar, the wide lapels buttoned back to show the faded yellow lining. Blue trousers with a yellow stripe were tucked into scuffed, high-top knee-boots. His eyes blazed as he railed at the two surly gunmen.


The shabby room contained a sagging bed, four rickety chairs, a washstand with a cracked bowl, a round table covered by a torn cloth. Two worn saddle-bags lay on the bed’s threadbare blankets. In the gathering gloom an oil lamp standing on the table cast its weak light on a whiskey bottle and two smeared glasses.


Behind Reuben Flack, drab net curtains wafted in the cool evening breeze. From time to time, when Flack paused for breath, the clink of bottle against glass could be heard from the saloon directly below. But that was all. No hoarse guffaws rattled the windows. No women squealed shrilly. No swing doors clattered as drunken waddies stumbled out into the dusty street.


The overall silence was disturbing, oppressive. Yet none of this had any effect on the watching figure.


Several times, as Reuben Flack ripped into the two gunmen with a volley of lurid curses, the man’s thin lips twisted in what might have been a smile, and the lamplight caught the gleam of white teeth. His legs were outstretched, ankles crossed. The only parts of him not in shadow were the black, shiny boots. Once, when Flack moved to the table, tilted the oil lamp to light his fat cigar from the hot chimney, the shaft of light caught the scarred butt of the man’s jutting sixgun.


And always, from the deepest shadows, there was the eerie, sinister glitter of his single eye.


With a final bellow of frustrated rage, Flack dismissed the gunmen. The door crashed shut. Footsteps thundered down the stairs.


‘Oh, goddamn them. Damn them to hell,’ Reuben Flack gritted.


‘Wrong,’ said the man in the corner.


Flack swivelled, glaring.


‘How so?’


‘You want a man to come to you, make it look easy.’


‘Ames and Diaz were trailing Shako Gunn, he led them to Gade Haggard’s cabin. I want Haggard dead. But they let that crafty sonofabitch turn his shotgun on them, then were too scared to call his bluff.’


‘Bluff?’ The man in black uncrossed his ankles. A gloved hand moved to a shirt pocket, extracted a slender, black cheroot. ‘Only Gunn knows the truth of that – but he watched Ames and Diaz back down, and he’ll have taken note.’


Reuben Flack watched the man in black lazily uncoil from the chair, step into the lamplight, bend to light the cheroot from the hot lamp then turn and stretch to his full height. He was as thin as a whip. The gunbelt carrying the Dragoon Colt hung heavy on bony hips. Over his left eye-socket a black patch was held in place by a thin silk ribbon. High cheekbones jutted over sunken cheeks. The mouth was a slash. His one, glittering black eye was alight with amusement.


‘So now,’ Flack mused, ‘as Haggard and Gunn see it there’s nothing stoppin’ them from ridin’ in, settlin’ old scores?’


The man in black nodded, his dark eye amused. ‘Sure. And that’s their mistake. I’ll take care of Haggard for you, but have you considered how the girl’ll feel when she knows you’re behind her brother’s death?’


‘I’ll worry about that.’ Flack laughed harshly. ‘Let me tell you about Gade Haggard. First time I saw him, he was a skinny kid bossin’ a spread for his widowed ma. Took one look at me with those sharp grey eyes, forked the nearest bronc and headed south. Saw no more of him until a year after Fort Sumter when he rode into my camp to join the rebels. Twenty-five or six by then, rawhide tough, used a name he’d been given by the bandits he rode with after the war with Mexico. Word is in that conflict he sided with Santa Anna. When a man like that expresses loyalty to a cause, I tend to be somewhat cynical.’


‘Renegade,’ the man in black said, his voice bleak. ‘Shortened to Gade by a kid six years old who thought him a hero. Same wide-eyed, innocent kid who got caught up in a gunfight in a street in San Miguel. Took a slug in the chest, died alone and scared.’ He drew on the cheroot, let blue smoke trickle from between thin lips. ‘Gade Haggard fired the gun: the kid was my son.’


‘The devil you say!’ Reuben Flack breathed.


‘His ma was a Mexican, the closest I got to having a woman of my own. She made my bed warm through a long winter, watched me ride out in the spring. Seems in the summer she gave birth in that same adobe shack, died of fever soon after. I never knew, never once set eyes on the boy. But by and by word reached me, and for the next few years if I had nothing else I had that knowledge inside me.’


‘But Haggard took that away,’ Reuben Flack said, a gleam in his eyes.


‘And the war took Haggard where I couldn’t follow. I bided my time, prayed he’d die hard, knew if he didn’t I’d get to him somewhere, somehow.’


‘That place is here; the time is now. I’m pleased I picked the right man. A man not only fast with a gun, but carrying enough hate to kill.’


‘I got hate enough for Gade Haggard, with plenty to spare,’ the man in black said and, for an instant, the single eye blazed at the major, sending a sudden chill through Reuben Flack.


‘Shako Gunn rode in not long after Ames and Diaz,’ Flack said, frowning. He crossed to the bed, opened one of the saddle-bags, extracted a leather pouch the size of two clenched fists, tied with a drawstring. He hefted it, listened to the dull clink of metal, felt the considerable weight of the double eagles. ‘You can brace Gunn downstairs in the bar,’ he said. ‘If I know Gade Haggard he’ll ride in with the rising moon. With a long gun you could pick him off before he hits town.’


‘No,’ the man in black said flatly. ‘A man dies by the gun, he needs to know why.’ Again the eye fixed on Flack was alight with tightly contained fury.


‘Suit yourself.’ Reluctantly, Flack handed him the weighty bag of gold coins, said, ‘I’m not happy with cash up front … I’d feel a whole lot easier if.…’ He waited, studied the gunman’s impassive face, shrugged resignedly. ‘You need me, you’ll find me with Ames and Diaz at their camp on the loop in the river halfway to the Ransome spread – ten, fifteen miles west.’ He pondered for a moment, said, ‘If Haggard hears you’ve downed Gunn he’ll come after you. That’ll make it easy.’


‘Never was likely to be hard,’ the lean man said. He flicked the glowing cheroot towards the open window, stuffed the leather pouch inside his shirt, then crossed to the door and slipped out of the room like a silent black shadow.


For several moments, Reuben Flack stared at the closed door. Then he poured a measure of whiskey into one of the glasses, and with a flick of his thick wrist tossed the raw liquor down his throat. He gasped once, then chuckled harshly.


So, that was Jack Sloane. Arrogant. Mean. A coldblooded killer who, under a variety of sobriquets, was feared throughout southern Texas: Black Jack, after his mode of dress; the Solitaire Kid, for his single eye; Diamond Jack, for his skill at shooting the centre pip from the ace of that name.
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