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Chapter One

MIST SHROUDED THE downslopes of the
Sangre de Cristo range, hanging heavy amongst the timber, shrouding
vision and sound alike. The air was still and thick and cold, the
spring melt not yet reaching the snow that gripped the mountains.
The sun was a distant blur, a vague light that shone wanly through
the ethereal gray-white, lancing occasional shafts of pale
brilliance through the pall. The steady clopping of the horse’s
hooves was muffled by the fog and the carpet of pine needles
covering what little of the trail was visible. The rider moved
slowly: a man picking his way cautiously through unknown territory.
He was huddled inside a big stormcoat, black as the gelding he sat,
a woolen muffler wound about his neck and half his face, an
incongruous gray derby settled firm over his close-cropped black
hair. Above the muffler deep set brown eyes scanned the road ahead
with innate caution, the cold emphasizing the band of pale scar
tissue that spanned the bridge of his straight nose. Beneath the
muffler his firm jaw settled against the collar of a shirt that had
been white when he donned it three days before, the morning he rode
out of Pine Creek, complementing the sober rectitude of his gray,
English-style suit. Behind his saddle, close to the stock of the
.30 Spencer repeating rifle sheathed under his right leg, there was
a battered black valise. The valise held medical
supplies.

The rider’s name was Jubal Cade, and
if questioned as to his profession, he would have answered that he
was a doctor. Indeed, he had received medical training in England,
a scholarship that had trained him as both physician and surgeon.
More than that, it had found him a wife. A wife he had brought back
to his native America in the high, bright hope of starting a
practice where he felt his skills were most needed: on the
frontier. Those hopes had died in the thunder of gunfire, leaving
his wife dead and Jubal’s purpose changed. In the fraction of time
it had taken a man called Lee Kincaid to squeeze the trigger of his
pistol and blow Mary’s face away, Jubal had become a manhunter. He
no longer sought a place to settle; instead – as surely as he had
once dedicated himself to medicine – he was now dedicated to
finding Kincaid. And destroying the killer of his wife.

The long, lonely years of the solitary
hunt had changed him. Naturally proficient with weapons, he was now
lethal. As skilled with the Spencer as with the .45 Colt’s
Peacemaker belted around his slender waist. His body, always leanly
muscular, was now honed to deceptive hardness, his slight build
concealing his strength as surely as his mild-mannered face
concealed the rage that could break loose with terrible result. He
recognized the violent potential of his temper, and had learned to
channel it, even to control it. And yet it lurked there, never far
from the surface, just as the hate that drove him onwards was an
ever-present part of his emotional composition. He was, he knew, as
much killer now as doctor. Knew, too, that he would remain so until
Kincaid was dead. What he would be when his quest for vengeance was
finally ended, he did not know—for now the quest was
enough.

He eased forwards in the saddle as the
black horse began to climb an upgrade, trying to see through the
impenetrable mist. It was impossible: visibility was reduced to
little more than a few yards, streamers of vapor distorting even
that short distance. The pines loomed dark and forbidding through
the grayness, branches reaching like skeletal limbs, bony fingers
probing towards him as though seeking to clutch him and drag him
from the horse into the ghostly limbo of the mist. He topped the
rise and halted, thrusting a hand beneath the damp material of his
coat to extract a gold Hunter watch chained to his vest. The hands
showed the time to be seventeen minutes after two o’clock. He
grunted into his muffler, wondering if he should halt now and
prepare a camp: within an hour or so it would be dark.

He decided against halting, preferring
to move on as long as he was able. In Pine Creek there had been
word of a scar-faced man with matched Colts riding north across the
Colorado Territory. It was a slender lead, but like all the others,
it was one he felt compelled to follow. That was all he
had.

He fetched a crudely-lettered map from
his stormcoat and checked the markings there, against the needle of
a brass Buckwhite compass. According to the map he was three days
away from a settlement called Matagordo. According to the compass,
he should follow the ridge northeast until he struck a pass that
would take him north again. According to the distances marked on
the map, he should have been able to reach Matagordo inside four
days if the mist had not settled in to slow him down. He set both
map and compass back inside the stormcoat and tapped his heels
against the gelding’s flanks, directing the animal along the
ridge.

The gradient was inclined upwards, the
trail slippery with melted snow. Bare rock showed through the
white, glistening blackly beneath the overlay of moisture, pine
needles forming a soggy carpet in places. The horse snorted
nervously, as discomfited by the eerie stillness as its rider.
Jubal murmured encouragement, urging the beast forwards. The mist
thinned as he got higher, the sun striking through more frequently
so that he speeded his pace, anxious to make as much time as
possible before the light faded. The trail rose more steeply,
curving around in a slow swing eastwards, a scarp showing through
the gray to Jubal’s right. To his left, pines stretched branches
still laden with snow low across his path, forcing him to crouch in
the saddle as he ducked beneath them. The near-vertical slope cut
off the wan sunlight, pooling the trail with shadow that combined
with the mist to form a kind of dark tunnel down which the gelding
moved nervously.

A branch struck Jubal’s face, prompting him to clutch at
the gray derby, shifting his weight slightly as he did so. The
movement set the gelding’s eyes to rolling, ears flattening back
against its skull. Jubal murmured soothingly, stretching forwards
to pat the animal’s neck. And then, as though planned by some
malign fate, snow, either melted by the spring sunshine or
dislodged by the movement of horse and rider, cascaded from the
branches directly ahead. The gelding soughed air from flared
nostrils, head lifting in panic at the sudden rush of sound. Jubal
saw a curtain of white flood the trail ahead, plumping onto the
ground with a sullen, muffled thud! The gelding reared, skittering sideways across the
trail as it fought the controlling reins. It screamed, and the
sound, combined with the crashing of its hooves, brought more snow
tumbling from the trees. White shrouded Jubal, momentarily blinding
him as he struggled with the panicked horse. And then the gelding’s
right rear hoof struck only empty air. Jubal felt the haunches
settle as he wiped snow from his face. The gelding’s screaming
reached a fresh intensity that was suddenly a single, shrill scream
as its weight swung round to swing the flailing limb farther over
the drop. Abruptly he kicked his right foot clear of the stirrup,
putting his weight down on the pony’s left side. He was almost
clear of the saddle when the animal tried to turn and back down the
trail at the same time. A hoof slithered over bare rock. Struck
fallen snow and slithered farther. Jubal felt the beast lose its
balance. Then felt its weight crash against him, slamming him hard
against the ground as the animal went over the edge of the
scarp.

He kicked his left foot clear of the
stirrup a fraction of a second too late. The horse was over the rim
and the reins still clutched in his hand dragged him forwards and
over. He felt emptiness beneath him. Saw white and black and green
rush past his eyes. And then he was falling into the mist-filled
void. A heavy blow gusted oxygen from his lungs, watering his eyes.
He turned in the air, limbs windmilling in an instinctive and
useless attempt to slow his descent. He struck a snow-covered
outcrop of rock, slithered down it, and was dropped again into
empty air. The fall seemed endless and abrupt at the same time. He
could see nothing through the mist, was only dimly aware of the
gelding’s screaming, of the sudden cessation of sound.

Then there was just
whiteness.

Cold stung the exposed parts of his
face, yet his body was warm. He lifted an arm, and felt the
movement blocked. He tried to roll onto his side, but could not
move. He felt moisture trickle into his mouth, the dissolution of
the snow fomenting panic as he realized he was buried. How far he
had fallen, he could not tell. The mist had hidden the bottom of
the scarp, but he guessed that it must be drifted deep with snow,
and that he had crashed into a drift. It had probably saved his
life.

And it could now kill him.

He fought the surge of rising panic,
forcing himself to rest still as he assessed the situation. Mist
and snow combined to form a uniform blankness, so that he was
unable to tell how deep he had gone into the drift, or how safe his
present position was. Gingerly, wary of bringing fresh falls down,
he eased an arm across his chest. He appeared unhurt: his back was
bruised, but there were no limbs broken. He eased his hand upwards
past his face, probing cautiously at the whiteness. Then sighed in
relief as he felt cold air on his fingers. He brought up his other
arm and scooped a hole clear, swiping snow from his body until he
was able to rise.

He was, as best he could tell, at the
foot of the slope. The snow was chest deep, and when he tried to
stand on it, his legs sank in. He flattened against the cold
whiteness, ears straining for sound of the black horse. Even when
he heard it, it was difficult to tell where the gelding had fallen.
Harder still to reach the animal over the soft powder. The mist was
growing dark before he located the horse, almost tumbling after it
into the deep hole.

The beast’s weight had driven it
deeper into the snow, and its panic-stricken thrashing had brought
spillage down from the sides of the pit, trapping it beneath the
additional burden. It lay on its side, panting hoarsely as it
craned its head round and up, eyes wide and rolling in fear. Jubal
stared at it, knowing that he could not free it. He lay flat, the
full danger of his predicament sinking in. His food, his bedroll,
all his extra clothing were stowed on the trapped horse. The
Spencer was on the saddle, as was his medical bag. But there was no
way he could dig the horse free. Nor any chance of surviving a
night in the open without the gear trapped on the
saddle.

He looked into the gelding’s eyes and
felt a pang of regret. Then dismissed the feeling as the beast
began to struggle afresh, bringing snow spilling down the sides of
the pit. He thrust a hand beneath his stormcoat and fisted the Colt
clear. Cocked the gun. He leveled his arm down towards the head,
putting the muzzle close to the gelding’s skull at a point midway
between the eyes. Squeezed the trigger.

Blood flowered on the snow as the .45
caliber slug pulped the black horse’s brain. Rictus action heaved
the body in an earthquake movement, and then it was still.
Gingerly, Jubal holstered the Colt and swung his legs over the
insecure lip of the pit. He slid down until his feet rested on the
animal’s exposed shoulder, then, using the gelding’s corpse as a
platform, he burrowed through the snow to free his gear. Piece by
piece he lifted it onto the topside of the drift, then clambered
awkwardly out. He unrolled the canvas sheet containing his blanket
and fashioned a crude sack into which he dumped his saddlebags and
the medical valise. He lashed the neck of the sack with rope and
slung it on his back, taking the Spencer in his left
hand.

The light was fading fast now and he
began to work his way slowly over the snow away from the dead pony.
His memory of the slope down which he had fallen persuaded him that
it was too steep to climb, so he decided his best chance was to
seek shelter somewhere along the bottom before the night froze him
to death. Down from the area where he had fallen, the snow got
firmer and he was able to move upright, wading slowly through the
snow. His feet got steadily colder and his breath seemed to frost
on his lips, each intake searing his throat, starting up a dull
aching in his teeth. He kept moving as the darkness grew, knowing
that to stop was to die, his instinct for survival pushing him on
as the cold got worse. He stumbled against a tree, its thick bole
hidden in the growing shadow, and realized he had reached the far
side of what must be a ravine. It was too steep to climb, so he
followed the wall along, hoping it would open out farther
down.

It was close on full night, the mist
blanketing the ravine in miasmic blackness, before he found a place
where part of the wall had fallen. Stone had tumbled from the rim
to form a crude ramp of boulders and shale, the stumps of broken
trees jutting from the debris. He began to climb through the
darkness, moving more by touch than by sight.

He reached the top of the spill and
found himself on a ridge that he guessed faced the trail he had
been following. It was difficult to orientate himself in the
darkness, but he began to move on in what he hoped was a northerly
direction. It was a little brighter on the ridge, a half moon
forcing light through the mist, and he saw that timber grew thick
here. A little farther on he found a fallen pine, one end jammed
against another tree to form a rough shelter. The trunk of the two
big pines had protected the ground from the worst of the snow, and
he scooped out what little was there to reveal the needles beneath.
Snow was banked up against the rear of the shelter so that it
resembled a small cave. He dropped his sack inside and began to
forage for dry wood.

His hands were numb by the time he got
a fire started, and he slumped inside the shelter, watching the
flames as his body temperature slowly rose. He cooked salt pork,
welcoming the warmth of the food and the coffee that washed it
down. Then, a deep weariness settled into his bones, he wrapped
himself in the blanket and the canvas and fell asleep.

Dawn lifted the mist. The sun shone
out of a leaden sky, the temperature rising, threatening fresh
snowfall. Jubal blew his fire to fresh life and brewed coffee while
bacon sizzled in the pan. He was torn between conserving his
supplies and the need for the energy the food would impart, but
when he checked his position, he decided that he might as well eat
while he was able. The ridge he had climbed ran parallel to the
trail, separated by a gap of some fifty feet. It could as easily
have been a mile, for there was no place he could cross and the
sides were too steep to climb. The ridge he was on followed the
trail for a spell, then curved away eastwards into the heart of the
Sangre de Cristo range. Jubal was left with no choice but to follow
it.

He ate breakfast, then began to trudge
along the rimrock, scanning the terrain ahead for some place where
he could get back on the trail.

Nothing showed. Pines stood thick
along the rimrock, but the walls continued steep and snowbanked,
the ridge bending steadily to the east. He was able to make
reasonably good time because the timber had fended off the worst of
the snow and the ground underfoot was firm. He rigged a makeshift
sling and set the canvas sack on his back, not allowing himself to
think of anything save the need to press on.

By midmorning he was moving away from
the trail, heading almost due east. The mist was reduced to a
tattering of ethereal ribbons that hung amongst the trees like
cobwebs. Birds were singing and the threatened snow was holding
off. Sunshine dappled the pines, shining green and golden off the
low-slung branches, transforming what had previously been a ghostly
landscape to one that was almost welcoming.

And then a scream split the calm of
the mountain woodlands.

It was a shrill, high sound, full of
agony. It echoed through the pines, silencing the birdsong. Then it
echoed again, dying away to a faint whimper that was finally lost
in the silence. Jubal came to a halt, the Spencer held ready across
his chest.

There was silence again and after a
while the birds began to sing, their courage regained. Jubal moved
in the direction of the screams. As best he could tell, they had
come from a point south of his position, but it was hard to know
from how far. He slowed down, wary of running into an ambush,
moving cat-footed through the timber. The ridge slanted upwards to
an area of tableland striated with gulleys and thick with timber.
It was more luck than anything else that brought him to the source
of the noise.

There was a shallow depression ringed
by pine trees, the sides sloping gently down to form a natural
amphitheater. A single, massive tree stood at the center. At some
point in its history, the tree had been struck by lightning, its
growth forever stilled. The upper branches were blackened and a
section of the trunk was sharded away as though cut with a knife.
The gigantic lower limbs were dead, but still sound.

Firm enough to support the body
hanging from the lowest branch.

It was a man’s body. A heavy body,
dressed in scuffed boots and faded denims. The torso was covered
with a plaid shirt, the tails hanging loose. The man’s hair was
long and fair, partially covering his face. It was not long enough
to hide the bulging eyes or the swollen tongue that thrust from
between parted lips that were stretched back as though he had
fought the noose encircling his throat. The rope was knotted in
expert hangman’s style, the heavy cording placed at the back of the
man’s neck so that he had choked to death, rather than suffer the
easier fate of a broken neck. His wrists were tied behind his back,
and his denims were stained with the involuntary opening of his
bowels.

Jubal crouched inside the cover of the
timber ringing the hollow. No one back in Pine Creek had spoken of
any settlements closer than Matagordo, but the hanging was
obviously the work of white men rather than Indians. The reason for
the man’s execution was unknown, but his very presence spoke of
white men in the vicinity. And their presence could mean survival
to Jubal.

Slowly, the Spencer cocked, he went
down into the hollow. Snow covered the bowl, churned by boots and
shod horses. Tracks showed where a group of riders had entered the
depression from the south, ridden out the same way. Jubal decided
to follow them. He moved around the tree, glancing up at the man’s
contorted features. Then halted as a low moaning came from the far
side of the huge bole.
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