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			Paul’s love of military history started at an early age. A childhood spent watching films like Waterloo and Zulu whilst reading Sharpe, Flashman and the occasional Commando comic gave him a desire to know more of the men who fought in the great wars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This fascination led to a motivation to write and his series of novels featuring the brutally courageous Victorian rogue and imposter Jack Lark burst into life in 2013. Since then Paul has continued to write, developing the Jack Lark series to great acclaim.

			To find out more about Paul and his novels visit www.paulfrasercollard.com or find him on Twitter @pfcollard
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			Louisiana, 1863. Jack may have left the battlefield behind, but his gun is never far from reach, especially on the long and lonely road to nowhere. Soon, his skill lands him a job, and a new purpose.

			Navy Colt in hand, Jack embarks on the dangerous task of escorting a valuable wagon train of cotton down through Texas to Mexico. Working for another man, let alone a man like the volatile Brannigan, isn’t going to be easy. With the cargo under constant attack, and the Deep South’s most infamous outlaws hot on their trail, Jack knows he is living on borrowed time.

			And, as they cross the border, Jack soon discovers that the usual rules of war don’t apply. He will have to fight to survive, and this time the battle might prove one he could lose.
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			Praise for Paul Fraser Collard and the Jack Lark series:

			‘Collard . . . evokes the horror of that era with great brio. Enthralling’ The Times

			‘Nobody writing today depicts the chaos, terror and brutality of war better’ Matthew Harffy

			‘Brilliant’ Bernard Cornwell

			‘An appealing and formidable hero’ Sunday Express magazine

			‘I love a writer who wears his history lightly enough for the story he’s telling to blaze across the pages like this. Jack Lark is an unforgettable new hero’ Anthony Riches

			‘Races along with the speed of a bullet fired from an Enfield rifle’ Historical Novel Society

			‘This is the first book in years I have enjoyed that much that I had to go back and read it again immediately’ Parmenion Books

			‘Collard is to be congratulated for producing a confidant, rich and exciting novel that gave me all the ingredients I would want for a historical adventure of the highest order’ For Winter Nights

			‘This is a fresh take on what could become a hackneyed subject, but in Fraser Collard’s hands is anything but’ Good Book Guide

			‘This is what good historical fiction should do – take the dry dusty facts from history books and tell the story of the men and women who lived through them – and Collard does this admirably’ Our Books Reviews
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			The Jack Lark novels are a delight to write. I still find the whole process of constructing a novel deeply satisfying and I will be forever grateful to those who have put me in this position. My biggest thanks, as ever, goes to my agent David Headley. He has a huge influence on my career as a writer and I am fortunate indeed to have such support. My editor at Headline, Frankie Edwards, is simply brilliant. Frankie is a superb editor and these books would not be what they are without her insight, suggestions and guidance. I must also thank Jane Selley, my copyeditor, for her input and for her patience.

			I also want to take a moment to thank everyone who has ever taken the time to write a review of my books online or to contact me. Each and every one means a great deal. At times, it can feel like you are writing in a vacuum, and I will always be very grateful to those who reach into the void and offer a kind word or suggestion.

			Finally, I must thank my family for putting up with me. They are simply the best.

		

	
		
			In memory of Albert Sydney Collard
Private, 7th Battalion The Buffs (East Kent Regiment)
Died aged eighteen on 1 July 1916
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			arrack native liquor/spirit

			broadside single-sheet advertisement

			dak gharry post cart/small carriage pulled by horses

			diligence long-distance coach

			fandango a party that includes singing and dancing

			flash boy young man known for villainy and gaudy attire

			goober peas peanuts

			greybacks Confederate States dollar

			Gujar semi-nomadic caste from northern India

			jefe boss/leader (Spanish)

			johnnycake cornmeal flatbread

			lobsterback slang for British redcoat

			lollygag to idle or waste time

			loophole hole or slit cut into a wall through which a weapon may be fired

			lucifer a match

			mofussil country station or district in India away from the chief stations of the region, ‘up country’

			Pinkerton Allan Pinkerton, founder of Pinkerton National Detective Agency

			rake hellraiser and womaniser

			rhino money, cash

			sawar native cavalry trooper serving in the East India Company’s army

			secher Northern slang for someone from the South who supported secession

			sepoy native soldier serving in the East India Company’s army

			specie gold and silver coins

			talwar curved native sword

			Tejano Mexican born in Texas
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			We rely greatly on the sure operation of a complete blockade of the Atlantic and Gulf ports soon to commence. In connection with such a blockade we propose a powerful movement down the Mississippi to the ocean, with a cordon of posts at proper points, and the capture of Forts Jackson and Saint Philip; the object being to clear out and keep open this great line of communication in connection with the strict blockade of the seaboard, so as to envelop the insurgent States and bring them to terms with less bloodshed than by any other plan.

			Letter from General-in-Chief Winfield Scott to Major General George B. McClellan,
dated 3 May 1861
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			Near Matamoros, Tamaulipas, Mexico, February 1863

			The Confederate officer covered his nose with his bandana as he rode through the slaughter. The bright red and white chequered cloth was usually employed to keep the dust from his mouth, yet this day it served a different purpose: it saved him from the stench of putrid flesh. Bodies rotted fast in the heat of the Mexican sun. These corpses had been left long enough for the stomachs to swell to the point of bursting, and for the open wounds to become rancid, suppurating messes, a feast for the thousands of tiny insects that swarmed over the ruined flesh.

			‘Capt’n?’

			The officer turned his head as one of his troopers called out to him. ‘What is it?’

			‘You seen that?’ The trooper was one of the column’s outriders, and had been the one who had discovered the butchered bodies. He had also been the first to find the foulest of all the depredations that had been visited on the men and women who had accompanied this particular wagon train. Now he pointed at a pair of corpses that had been dragged to one side of the trail. Both had been stripped naked, but it still took the officer a moment to identify the twisted and broken bodies as belonging to women. He had seen enough of the world to know the fate they had endured before their lives had been ended.

			‘I see ’em. Now search them other bodies.’ The captain gave the order, then leaned far out of the saddle to spit into the dirt below. It did little to scour the foul taste from his mouth. ‘When you’re done, get all these folk buried. But don’t take too long about it.’

			‘Capt’n?’ Another trooper rode up. This man bore the twin yellow stripes of a cavalry corporal on his sleeve above the elbow.

			‘Corporal?’

			‘We found tracks. Heading south.’

			The captain nodded. It was what he had expected. It was not the first ambushed wagon train he had seen, and he knew it would not be the last. The fate of the people now lying in the dirt would be just another footnote in this long and bitter war fought on the frontier, another atrocity to list alongside the hundreds that both sides had inflicted on the other.

			He knew that the bandoleros who had attacked this particular wagon train would not linger. They would head due south with their loot. It did not guarantee their safety. Just as they would strike deep into American territory, he would not hold back from chasing them far into Mexico. Indeed, he had permission to do so, thanks to the accord signed between his commanding officer, General Hamilton P. Bee, and the governor of Tamaulipas, Albino López. Yet he could not afford to linger for long. The bandoleros had a head start, and his small command would have to ride hard if they were to catch the perpetrators of this latest massacre.

			He kicked back his heels, walking his horse through the bodies that littered the trail. All were naked, the greying flesh the colour of putrid meat. The men who had driven and guarded this particular wagon train had been stripped of everything of value. It left their wounds on display, and he ran his eyes over the corpses, assessing the manner of their deaths with the practised eye of a man who had been fighting since he had been old enough to ride. He could see whom a revolver had shot, and who had died from a blade. Most had had their throats slit, the dark, gaping chasms telling him they had likely been left alive by the wounds taken in the firefight, death only arriving when their necks had been carved open. At least two were headless, the decapitated bodies crowned with great crescents of darkened soil where their life blood would have pumped out.

			He reached the last of the bodies, then brought his horse to a stand. He waited there as his men went about the task he had set them, sitting silent, staring at the open trail that stretched out in front of him. To the north, he could see little more than a great swathe of ebony trees smothered with vines, which formed a living, twisted barrier forty to fifty feet high so that he had no sight of the great river that was no more than half a mile away. To the south, there was less for his eyes to look at. A lone mesquite tree and a thicket of thorn bushes was all he could find to break up the expanse of nothingness, the grey-green foliage doing little to colour the wide expanse of dusty drab yellows and muted browns.

			Far off on the horizon, he could just about make out a line of distant mountains, their peaks half hidden in the haze so that they were little more than shadows. Scarred into the earth and running east to west were a pair of deep furrows, which thousands of heavily laden wagons had ground into the dirt and which led away for hundreds of yards before he lost sight of them in the shimmering heat haze. It was those wagons that had brought him to this desolate, isolated spot. It was his job to safeguard those who transported the cotton from the Southern states to the Mexican ports, where European buyers queued up to buy it. This time he had failed.

			It left him with just one course of action. He would bury the dead and then he would ride south. He would find the bandoleros who had carried out this attack and he would bring them to justice.

			His justice.

			And his justice was death.

			The Confederate outriders spotted the bandoleros just as the sun was setting.

			The captain had led his men south, following the trail of the stolen wagons. It had been a hard ride, but he held them to the task, refusing to lessen the pace or even let them contemplate a rest. Only when he judged they were close had he taken his men away from the trail and led them in a wide, sweeping arc that he reckoned would place them far in front of the wagons.

			He had found the place for the ambush an hour before. The ground fell away, the trail following it down into a deep gully that ran for a good five hundred yards before the terrain opened out once again. He had dispersed the men, lining them along either flank of the gully, their horses led away and guarded by half a dozen troopers chosen for the task. He had let those that remained choose their own spots. He trusted them. All had done this sort of thing before. He himself opted for a vantage point near the end of the gully. He would be the first to open fire, and he would do so only when the lead bandoleros were a matter of yards away.

			He sat with his back resting against a boulder, checking over his weapons. The heat of the day had fallen away so that it was almost pleasant to be sitting there. It felt peaceful, serene and calm. With the sun low in the sky, the few mesquite trees and prickly pear cactus that managed to survive in this barren land cast long shadows across the ground, and the quality of the light changed from searing white to the palest orange, so that the world took on an unearthly feel.

			He heard the wagon train long before he saw it. The screech of poorly greased running gear carried far, as did the braying of the oxen dragging the weighty wagons, and the crack of the whips that held them to their Sisyphean task. Only when the train was close did he ease himself forward. He took a moment to check that his revolver was loose in its holster, then aimed down the barrel of his carbine, lining up the shot that would bring fresh slaughter to a day that had already seen so much bloodshed.

			Two mounted men led the wagon train. Both were dressed as he had expected, in skin-tight flared trousers open at the sides, paired with jackets made from dark leather. Both wore a sombrero on their heads. There were twenty wagons in all. Each would be heavily laden with ten or more five-hundred-pound bales of cotton, a cargo that was worth a fortune if it could be brought to the cotton-hungry traders waiting at Mexico’s eastern ports. The rest of the bandoleros were spread alongside the train, with one group riding as a rearguard.

			The captain made a rough tally as he waited. He counted two men at the front, twelve more scattered amongst the wagons and six at the rear. Along with the men driving the wagons, that made a total of forty. He had thirty-one men waiting along the top of the gully, but he felt not even a trace of anxiety at the uneven odds. He doubted he would take even a single casualty.

			His justice would be delivered swiftly.

			He sighed, then took a deep breath, settling himself into position. The lead pair were no more than twenty yards away. The gully was less than ten feet deep at the point where the captain waited. It was an easy shot, one he could make a hundred times out of a hundred.

			He held his breath, then exhaled softly, releasing half of it. The barrel of his carbine tracked the nearer of the two riders. The distance closed slowly. Twenty yards became fifteen, then ten. When the pair were five yards away, he fired.

			It was a good shot. The spinning bullet from the rifled carbine struck the first rider in the side of the head, shattering bone and spraying the second man with a gruesome shower of blood and brain.

			The captain was on his feet the moment he had pulled the trigger, his left hand holding the carbine whilst his right drew his revolver. The handgun came up in one smooth motion. There was time to see a moment’s fear on the second rider’s face before he fired.

			The bullet struck the bandolero in the chest. He jerked backwards, his arms thrown wide by the force of the impact. The captain fired again, the second bullet striking the bandolero’s chest less than an inch to the right of the first. This time the man tumbled out of the saddle and into the dirt.

			All along the gully, the Confederate cavalrymen were pouring on the fire. Some followed the captain’s lead and used revolvers. Others switched to shotguns, and the air was full of the explosive blast of their firing. No matter their choice of weapon, every trooper hit his target, and the bandoleros were gunned down without mercy. The sounds of the shots blurred together so that they merged into one long-drawn-out roar. Underscoring it all were the cries of the dead and the soon-to-be dead.

			‘Hold your fire, goddammit!’ The captain shouted the order, then scrambled over the lip of the gully and down the slope. The ambush had lasted less than half a minute. Not one of the bandoleros was left in the saddle or seated on a wagon.

			He reached the bodies of the two men he had shot. One was clearly dead, his shattered skull unloading its contents into the sandy dirt that covered the ground. The second, the one shot by his revolver, was still alive. He lay spread-eagled on his back, gazing up at the sky whilst his mouth moved in a fast, desperate prayer for deliverance.

			The captain stood over the man. He paused, making sure the bandolero was looking directly into his eyes. Only then did he move his right hand, aiming the revolver. The bandolero’s prayer increased in tempo, the words pouring out of him in a sudden terrified flood. Then the captain fired and the prayer was ended.

			There was nothing else to see, so he walked back along the gully. He fired twice more, killing two men too badly wounded to live for long. He found what he was looking for draped across the seat at the front of the second wagon in the now stationary line.

			The bandolero who had been driving the wagon was still alive. He had been hit twice, once in the shoulder and once in the head. Neither wound would kill, even though the bullet that had grazed his scalp had released a great torrent of blood. It had left the man dazed and hurting, but alive.

			‘Get yourself the hell down.’

			The bandolero blinked back at the captain, too dazed to understand.

			‘Goddammit.’ The captain hissed the word under his breath, then holstered his revolver and approached the wounded bandolero. He took hold of the man’s shirt, then half dragged, half threw him off the wagon and on to the ground.

			‘Don’t you goddam move.’ He gave the order, then stood back and waited.

			All along the wagon train, his men were going about the same merciless task of searching the bodies for any bandolero left alive. Gunshots cracked out every few moments as the killing continued. Around him, the oxen brayed and fussed, but he ignored them, just as he ignored the riderless horses that pawed anxiously at the ground or roamed along the gully. His men would round them up when the bandoleros had been dealt with.

			‘Capt’n, we got ourselves one of the sons of bitches.’ The corporal delivered the news to his officer as he approached. Two troopers followed, guarding a dishevelled, bloodied bandolero. The man looked pathetic. He had been shot in the arm, the wound now covered by his free hand. His face was bloodied, the flesh puffy and bruised from the blows it had taken from the fists of the men who now held him fast.

			‘Ramirez!’ The captain summoned one of his men fluent in Spanish.

			‘Jefe?’ Ramirez had already wandered over, expecting to be summoned.

			‘Ask these sons of bitches who they work for.’

			Ramirez nodded. He posed the question in fast, fluent Spanish. Neither prisoner answered.

			‘Corporal.’ The captain nodded.

			The corporal needed no further instruction. He was a big man, easily over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and long, powerful arms. He knew what his captain wanted.

			The bandolero with the bloodied arm looked up as the corporal came to stand in front of him. His mouth opened, but whatever words he wanted to utter were rammed back down his throat as the corporal smashed his large fist directly into his mouth. More punches followed, the corporal throwing his full weight behind each one. The men holding the bandolero gripped him hard, keeping him upright as the blows came without pause, hammering first into the Mexican’s head, then into his chest and stomach.

			‘Enough.’ The captain called a halt to the battering. ‘Let him go.’

			The bandolero fell to the ground as if his bones had been pulped into so much mush. The corporal stood back, chest heaving with exertion, knuckles speckled with blood.

			‘Ramirez.’ The captain nodded to his Spanish speaker.

			The question was asked again. This time it was addressed to just one bandolero. This time it was answered, in a gabbled, terrified flood.

			‘They’re Ángeles,’ Ramirez translated.

			The captain grunted in acknowledgement. He knew the band Ramirez referred to well enough. There was more than one gang of bandoleros who thought nothing of attacking the wagon trains bringing the cotton from as far away as Louisiana and Arkansas, but the one known as Los Ángeles – the Angels – was the largest and most notorious. It was said that its leader, Ángel Santiago, had as many as three hundred followers now, his men well fed on the wagon trains that he ordered them to attack. He was said to be a monster, a killer who had no notion of mercy and who would never take a prisoner. The locals referred to the gang as Los Ángeles de la Muerte. The Angels of Death.

			‘Bury them.’ The captain had learned enough. He gave his last order, then turned away. The sight of the Ángeles sickened him to the stomach.

			His men understood his order, and hurried to obey. It took them a while to dig the two pits to the side of the trail; long enough for the bandolero the corporal had beaten to come back to consciousness.

			The two Ángeles were dragged towards the pits. Both knew the fate that awaited them, and both fought against their captors, their cries and pleas greeted with blows, slaps, jeers and laughter. Still they struggled. Both were weeping now, their tears cutting channels through the dirt and blood that smothered their faces. The Confederate cavalrymen gave no quarter. The two bandoleros were beaten into submission, fists and boots used without mercy until they were forced into the freshly dug holes in the ground.

			The Confederates started to shovel the soil around their two victims. The captain stood by, listening to the sobs and muttered prayers of the two men he was committing to a horrific death. Both were weeping, and emitting a heart-rending series of moans and pleas as the soil was piled higher and higher. When it reached their necks, one of the troopers stepped forward, compacting the freshly turned dirt with his boots. Those watching laughed as he turned the task into a jig, their laughter doubling in volume as he deliberately kicked the nearly buried men in the head and face with his heavy boots.

			Only when he had finished was the last of the soil shovelled into place. The Confederate cavalrymen took care not to pile it too high, stopping when it was firmly in place around the bandoleros’ necks. Their heads were left free.

			The captain called for his corporal and gave the order.

			‘Mount ’em up.’

			‘Capt’n.’ The acknowledgement was brief. The troopers moved to obey, not one of them glancing back at the two men they had just incarcerated in the dusty soil.

			The captain alone stayed where he was. He looked at the two men in turn. He was not moved by their tears or their whimpers. They faced a slow and painful death. The insects would come first, the tarantulas and the scorpions, the ticks, the fleas and the flies. None would kill, no matter how many times they stung or bit. That task would be left to the bigger animals that would follow: the coyotes and the rats that would begin to devour the flesh that had been left for them, and the rattlesnakes, copperheads and rat snakes that would sense the warm objects and come to investigate.

			The two men would provide a welcome feast for the animals that called this forlorn, empty wilderness a home. That feast would continue until nothing but bone was left behind, the two men reduced to a pair of sun-bleached skulls. But the warning would endure, long after they were dead.

			The captain turned his back on the two bandoleros and walked to his horse. His men were ready to move out, just as he had ordered. Some would drive the wagons that had been captured, whilst others would ride out ahead to scout the trail. They would proceed slowly, taking every precaution, wary of any more Ángeles who might dare to venture close. Not one would dwell on the fate of the men who had been left behind to die. Today it was their turn to administer the cruel, merciless justice of the frontier. Tomorrow they could be the ones on the receiving end of such a fate. Such was the bitterness of their war. Such was the destiny of the men who fought it.

			The captain led his column north. Behind him he heard the first terrified shouts and cries as the men left buried up to their necks tried desperately to keep away the insects that had arrived to begin their long, tortuous deaths.
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			Natchitoches, Louisiana, St Valentine’s Day 1863

			The man sitting in the dining room’s corner seat eyed the room warily. He had not bothered to learn the name of the town he was in, for he would not linger there long. It was a place to rest for a few hours before he resumed his wandering, nothing more.

			The settlement was prosperous, he knew that much, the main street lined with fine Creole town houses with iron balconies. He cared little for the aesthetics. He cared only for practicality. The town’s location on El Camino Real de los Tejas, one of the main trade routes through Louisiana, meant there was enough passing custom for it to have a livery, and so his horse could be fed, watered and brushed. It was not out of compassion for the animal that he spent the last of his grey Confederate dollars on its care. It was out of necessity. He would need the beast if he were to continue to travel. Without it he would be reduced to nothing more than a tramp roaming the countryside. He might not have a destination in mind, but he was more than a homeless vagrant. Much more.

			Or at least, he had been.

			He had wandered for months now. The summer that had come after the bloodshed at Shiloh had passed easily enough. The warm weeks had been spent travelling across the Southern states, the days passing in a lazy torpor, the money in his pocket allowing him to rest and eat without interference. The autumn and winter that had followed had been harder. His supply of ready cash had dwindled, and he had been forced to find work, a succession of odd jobs in out-of-the-way places allowing him to continue to head south and west. He kept away from the war and, as much as he could manage, away from people too. He avoided both with assiduous care, wanting nothing to do with either. For he craved peace and solitude, or at least that was what he told himself as he spent night after night by his lonely campfire with no one but a stolen horse for company.

			One of the logs burning in the fireplace spat out a fat ember with a crack loud enough to turn heads towards its fiery grave. The man in the corner seat did not so much as twitch. A man who had fought on a dozen battlefields was not startled by such an innocuous sound. Yet he still reached out to pull his repeating rifle towards him, keeping it within easy reach. Next to it was a Confederate infantry officer’s sabre in its scabbard. On his right hip, the man wore a fine Colt revolver with ivory grips, the metal buffed and polished so that it shone like silver. He was never far from the three weapons; the tools of his trade always at hand and ready to be used.

			The hum of conversation began again almost immediately. The simple dining saloon was almost empty, but there were enough men present to fill the space with grunted discussion and the scrape of metal on plate. Few would loiter there. It was a place for consuming the fuel needed to survive, not for enjoying a leisurely dinner.

			The man in the corner seat used a wedge of dry day-old bread to mop up the last of the juices from the thick, fatty slices of bacon he had devoured. It felt good to have the food settle in his belly, even if it had cost him fifty cents, with another ten spent on the bitter coffee that tasted nothing like the thick, tarry soldier’s tea that he preferred. Still, it was an improvement on the hardtack, desiccated vegetables and salted meat that was his usual diet. If he were being honest with himself, he had stopped at the backwater town for reasons other than just the care of his horse. There were times when a man needed warm food inside him.

			There was little to see in the dining saloon. The simple pine tables were battered and scuffed from years, even decades, of long use. There was scant decoration on the walls, save for the large chalkboard above the fireplace that listed the fare on offer and its price. For a man who had once lived and eaten in a maharajah’s palace, there was little to recommend it. But the food had been hearty, if not so fresh, and the truth of it was that the man in the corner seat had barely a dollar left in his pocket and had to live on the means at his disposal.

			Food consumed, he stretched his legs out in front of him and belched softly. For once, he felt full, and he patted his belly to ease the arrival of the heavy meal. He burped for a second time, keeping the sound soft, unlike so many of the other men in the saloon, who shovelled their meal into their mouths at pace, then belched with the volume of a bullock being led to the slaughterman.

			There was just a single woman in the room. The man in the corner seat had known she was a whore the moment he had entered the room. She was dressed to provoke interest, wearing nothing more than her lace-edged white underclothes paired with a scarlet bodice that had been left with its uppermost lacings undone to display enough flesh to arouse. But it would take a needy man indeed to be attracted to the display. The whore strolled listlessly around the room, her hands caressing a shoulder here or sliding across a table there. All the patrons, bar the man in the corner seat, had been approached. Clearly none had voiced enough of an interest to keep the woman from working the room, as she waited for men to finish eating so that she could earn the first coins of that evening’s pay.

			Eventually she approached the man at the corner table. He had known she would, his arrival noted by the woman as carefully as it had been by the old man who had delivered his food and taken his money. He was just glad she had allowed him to finish his meal before she bothered him.

			‘Are you lonesome, sir?’

			The man in the corner seat said nothing. The girl came closer in what he supposed she thought to be an alluring way, but which to him looked like she was half cut. He studied her eyes, noting the glazed look and the widely dilated pupils. He had been raised in a gin palace in the East End of London, his first friends the whores his mother had allowed to work the crowd who bought her watered-down gin. Enough of them had dulled the pain of their lives with opium, and although he was thousands of miles from his childhood home, he recognised the look of a woman, long past the early flush of youth, who had turned to whatever local substance was available to get herself through another night of being humped by any man with enough coins in his pocket to pay for his pleasure.

			As she came closer still, he could see the lines around her eyes, her age revealed in the cracks and fissures gouged across her forehead. She smelled as cheap as she looked, her overpowering perfume catching at the back of his throat. She opened her mouth to repeat her unsubtle question, but stopped abruptly. Her mouth remained open as she contemplated the hard grey eyes that looked back at her, then she turned on her heel and sashayed away.

			The man in the corner seat was not sorry to see her go. But he did wonder what it was she had seen that had turned her away so swiftly. He knew he was no ogre, despite the thick scar on his left cheek that played peek-a-boo from behind his beard. There had been enough women in his life for him to realise that some found his battered charms attractive. But it had been a while since any had come to his bed, and he wondered if he were now repulsive; if there were something of what he had seen, of what he had done, reflected in his gaze.

			He ran a hand briskly across his head, his fingers tingling as they touched the close-cropped bristles, and surveyed the room, checking for a threat. He was always alert, always looking for danger. He no longer knew why, but he could no more stop watching than he could stop breathing. It was who he was now.

			It was time to go, but before he could rise, a young couple entered the room. Both were well dressed, the boy in trousers and shirt and a fine bright-red waistcoat that reminded the man in the corner seat of the flash boys of his youth. On his hip was the inevitable six-shooter, the revolver kept snug in a brown leather holster, and as he entered the room, he pulled a wide-brimmed black felt hat from his head. The girl was pretty enough to turn heads, with long dark hair worn in a neat braid that hung over one shoulder. Her dress was dark green and patterned like tartan, with white lace around the neck. To the man in the corner seat she looked a thousand more times attractive in her simple, respectable dress than the whore who paraded around with a large portion of her breasts on open display.

			The pair whispered to one another, the conversation taking no more than a few seconds, before they separated, the boy walking into the room whilst the girl sat at one of the many empty tables near the door.

			The man in the corner seat watched the boy – he could not think of him as anything else – as he approached a diner attacking half a cooked chicken with his pocketknife. He judged the lad to still be in his teens, and certainly well short of his twentieth birthday. It was rare to see a boy of his age. Most had left to join the Confederate forces that were fighting the armies of the Northern states.

			He had heard tales of lads as young as eleven or twelve joining up, despite the age of enlistment being eighteen. He smiled as he remembered a pair of underage twins in the regiment in which he had served who had found a cunning way to enlist without lying. The boys, aged sixteen, had put a slip of paper into their boots on which they had written the number 18. When questioned about their age, they had been able to truthfully reply that they were ‘over eighteen’. His smile faded. One of the twins had been killed crossing the city of Baltimore before the first battle in the War Between the States had even been fought. His death had meant nothing; had achieved nothing. He did not know what had become of the second twin, their parting coming on the battlefield as their battered regiment had begun a long and hazardous retreat back to Washington.

			‘Excuse me for interrupting your food, sir,’ the lad said to the man tucking into his chicken dinner, ‘but do you know the way to Shreveport?’

			The man, a heavily bearded fellow in a red checked shirt with gravy stuck to his whiskers, scowled at the interruption to his meal and shoved a great chunk of chicken flesh into his mouth in lieu of a reply.

			‘I’m sorry to disturb you and all, but we’re looking for our father. My sister and I, well, we heard he was there. We need to find him. You see, our mother, she passed and he doesn’t know. We need to find him so we can tell him.’

			The man looked the boy straight in the eye. ‘It’s north of here,’ he mumbled, spitting out a morsel of chicken, which became caught in his beard where it enjoyed a reunion with a large dollop of gravy. ‘Fair way aways, though.’ He rammed another hunk of chicken into his mouth. ‘If you head north, you’ll find it easy enough. Plenty of folk know the way to Shreveport.’

			‘Thank you kindly, sir.’ The boy held his hat across his belly, nodded his thanks, then turned and walked back to take a seat opposite his sister.

			The man in the corner seat had seen enough. He would not stay to see how the game played out. For that was what he knew it was, a game, one in which only the young couple claiming to be brother and sister knew the rules. He pushed away his plate and gathered his weapons. He was about to rise when he saw the girl whisper again to her brother before she got to her feet and walked towards his table.

			‘Excuse me, sir. Do you mind if I ask you something before you leave?’ She came to stand opposite him, her hands slipping on to the back of the empty chair on that side of the table.

			The man in the corner seat paused. He was in no rush. He could wait to see what happened next.

			‘My brother and I, we were wondering . . .’ She paused to fix him with a pair of wide eyes. ‘Are you a serving man? Are you with the army?’

			The man wondered why she felt the need to repeat the question. Did he look stupid to her young eyes? He did not answer immediately, though it was hard not to. The girl looked as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. She was older than her supposed brother, perhaps in her early twenties. She had darker skin than he had first noticed, as if she spent a lot of time outside. Her eyes were brown, the whites clear and bright.

			‘Are you a soldier, sir?’ She repeated the question.

			‘Yes.’ He spoke for the first time.

			‘I thought so. And if I’m not mistaken, that’s the uniform of an officer. Am I right?’

			The man let the words pass him by. They were a preamble, nothing more. He would have to wait a while for the real question, though he was certain even that question would disguise the reason for the pair’s presence in the room. He kept a weather eye on the girl’s brother, who was watching the exchange closely. He noticed the way the boy’s hand hovered near the revolver he wore on his hip. It was a Navy Colt, he could see that much, similar to the one in his own holster. The lad was ready for trouble, maybe even expecting it. Maybe even hoping for it.

			‘Have you been fighting them Yankees, sir?’ The girl pushed for his attention.

			‘I have.’ He answered evenly. It was almost the truth.

			‘Why, sir, you are so brave.’ She eased herself around the side of the chair, then pulled it out a little. Her eyes stayed locked on his the whole time. ‘You being an officer and all, why I expect you killed a whole lot of them Yankees.’

			The man paid the statement no heed, but he noted that the girl had identified his uniform easily enough. He was wearing the jacket of a major in the Confederate army, underneath the long, heavy overcoat that he had taken from a drunk a few months before. Like the overcoat, the uniform had been stolen. He had taken it when he had tired of being asked why he was not fighting in the war. It was for convenience, that was all, convenience and concealment.

			Yet he had not been lying when he had said that he was a soldier. He had been one for more than a decade. He had led a company of British redcoats in the Crimea, and had defended the cantonment at Bhundapur against the forces of a rebellious maharajah. He had joined the campaign against the Shah of Persia, and had been in the first wave of men through the breach at Delhi. Then there had been the bloodshed at Solferino, carnage like nothing he had seen before or since. Even the First Battle of Bull Run, when he had fought in the blue uniform of the Union, had seemed benign in comparison, although the two days he had spent in grey at the battle at Shiloh had come close.

			‘Sir, may I sit with you a whiles? I think you might know a thing or two about the world that a young girl like me should learn.’

			The brazen statement brought the man back to the present. ‘Sure.’ Once he would have risen to his feet, perhaps even moved around the table to pull the chair out, quite as a gentleman should. But he had never been a gentleman, at least not a real one. His career had been based on lies and deceit. He had been born poor, and his life and its opportunities had been limited the moment his mother had birthed him. That had only changed the day he took the scarlet uniform of a dead British officer for his own.

			‘I was wondering, sir, if you maybe might know our father, what with you serving with the army and all.’ The question was posed as the girl slid on to the chair opposite. ‘We’re looking for him, you see. Our mother passed and he don’t know. We need to find him so we can tell him. So we can be together again in our hour of need.’

			To the mind of the man in the corner seat, it was a foolish question. Even a naive country girl would know that an army was made up of tens of thousands of men, and the chances that a man in a dining room in the back of beyond would know her father were impossibly small.

			Now that the girl was seated, he studied her more closely. He wondered if she was a jilt girl. He had come across them before: girls who would promise the earth then be away on their toes with any payment they had demanded without delivering on a single one of their promises. She was faking, he was certain of that. There had been something in her voice when she had spoken the last time, something not quite right about her accent. The mistake was barely there, but every so often there was a different pronunciation to a word, or just a single syllable. The realisation was almost enough to make him smile. He had been an impostor for a long time, and he could spot one at a dozen paces. The pair were there for a reason, but one that had nothing to do with a missing father.

			‘So what’s your name?’ He asked a question of his own. He would put his head into the trap to see if it caught him.

			The girl smiled, then leaned closer. ‘I apologise, sir. What must you think of my manners?’ She lowered her gaze to the table for no more than the span of a single heartbeat, then looked up at him again. ‘My name is Jane Tucker. Over there, that’s my brother Adam.’

			The man in the corner seat had to admit that she was playing the game well, the change of gaze artfully done.

			‘What’s your name, sir? I’d like to know it if we’re going to be friends and all.’ The girl kept up her side of the expected dialogue. Yet there was a subtle alteration in her tone, as though she had spotted something of the change that had come over him.

			The man in the corner seat did not reply immediately. He stared at the girl, reluctant to reveal his name. Yet he felt no threat. Not here. Not in the middle of nowhere.

			‘My name is Jack, Jack Lark,’ he said, and then he tried to smile. He failed, the smile dying as he felt a chill whisper across his skin. He shivered as the hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention.

			He could feel the fingers of Fate tightening their grip on his soul the moment he uttered the words aloud.
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			‘Why, I do believe you’re English. Do I have that right, sir?’ The girl slid back in her chair, as if stunned by the realisation.

			‘You do.’ Jack was impressed. Many people he came across noted his accent. Few could place it. It spoke of a rare intelligence, one that was quite out of place in a young country girl searching for an absent parent.

			‘So what are you doing in these parts, sir?’

			Jack heard a different tone in the follow-up question. It was her first genuine one.

			‘I came to fight.’ He would not admit to more. He had started the war fighting for the North, the hated Yankees. To confess to such, even in a backwater in Louisiana, was to ask for trouble. Not even his experience of the Indian Mutiny had prepared him for the deep-seated hatred that had grown between the two sides in this brutal civil war. They shared the same language and heritage. They even shared many of the same morals, beliefs and ideals. Yet the war had created such enmity that he could not foresee a time when the country could ever be as united as many of those in the North wanted.

			‘Why, sir, I ain’t ever spoken to a proper fighting man before.’ The girl’s eyes widened, as if impressed. The game was back on.

			Jack was spared an answer as a commotion erupted on the far side of the dining saloon. Jane’s brother was on his feet, haranguing another diner. Jack had not seen the boy move, but now he was standing over the diner’s chair, his narrow chest puffed out in anger so that he looked like a tiny starling fighting a pigeon for a crumb.

			‘Why the devil would you say such a thing?’ Adam pointed his left index finger at the diner’s chest whilst his right hand hovered over his holster. ‘I asked you a civil question, that’s all.’

			‘I didn’t say nothing, boy.’ The diner, a grey-bearded fellow dressed in a red and black flannel shirt and dirt-brown trousers, shook his head at the accusation.

			‘Lying won’t help you!’ Adam’s voice rose in anger. ‘I ain’t going to let you say that kinda thing about my sister. No, sir, I won’t stand for it.’

			‘Calm it down, friend.’ The employee charged with serving the diners had come to intervene. Like most of the diners, he was old, his back bent with age, and his voice carried little authority. ‘I’m sure your man there meant nothing by it.’

			‘I never said nothing.’ The man in the flannel shirt repeated his defence. Thus far he was keeping his tone mild, refusing to be drawn into the one-sided confrontation.

			‘Why that’s a lie and well you know it.’ Adam raised his voice. ‘You care to step outside and say it again?’ His right hand slipped an inch lower so that it rested on the hilt of his revolver. The threat was clear.

			‘Now, boy, you want to button that lip of yours,’ the accused replied with the first signs of anger.

			‘The hell I will.’

			‘Why don’t you sit down, friend?’ The ancient server placed a hand on Adam’s shoulder in an attempt to steer him away. It was shrugged off angrily.

			‘Get your hands off me.’ The boy’s voice rose another level. ‘Now you apologise, right this goddam minute.’

			‘I said nothing.’

			‘The hell you did.’ Adam’s revolver moved up an inch.

			‘What is going on here?’ a new voice intervened. A tall man dressed in a well-tailored suit in a pale grey cloth with matching waistcoat strode towards the altercation.

			Jack looked at the new arrival with interest. He had emerged from a side room, drawn by the ruckus. He carried an air of authority, and his single question was enough to lower the tension in the room.

			‘It’s all right, Mr Sinclair, sir, nothing but a bit of fuss and nonsense about nothing.’

			Jack noticed the way the old server wrung his hands at the sight of the man in the suit. There was fear there. He also noticed something else. The moment Sinclair had arrived, there had been an exchange of looks between Adam and Jane, and he had heard a barely audible sigh escape from the girl’s lips.

			‘Now, sir.’ Adam puffed himself up again as he addressed the newcomer. ‘I don’t mean to make no fuss,’ he shot a glacial glare at the man he had accused, ‘but this fella here, why, he insulted my sister and talked about her in the foulest terms. I ain’t about to stand by and let stuff like that be said.’

			‘I didn’t say nothing.’ The man accused of the insult muttered his defence again. But any anger that had been building had subsided quickly. It was clear that the server was not the only man cowed by the new arrival.

			‘That’s a lie.’ Adam showed no fear, but his hand had moved from his revolver. ‘Why, sir, I don’t like to repeat what he said, but it was tantamount to accusing my sister of being a whore.’

			‘Where is your sister?’ Sinclair sounded weary.

			‘She’s just over there, sir.’ Adam pointed to Jane, who immediately sat up straighter.

			Jack watched for Sinclair’s reaction carefully, looking for any change of expression. He saw what he expected, the man’s lust coming as no surprise. As far as he could judge, Sinclair was handsome. He had thin dark hair that was slicked back so that it lay in a glistening layer over his scalp. Even his moustache and beard had been oiled. Jack judged him to be in his early thirties, and so of a similar age to himself. He wondered if the man had been the victim of as many taunts and comments as he himself had been before he had stolen the Confederate major’s uniform. Men of their age who had stayed behind were subjected to a constant barrage of hostility from strangers whose husbands, brothers, fathers and sons had joined to fight for the right of the Southern states to govern themselves as they saw fit, rather than as the know-nothings in Washington dictated.

			‘Johnston.’ Sinclair addressed the server. ‘Get these two a meal, a drink too if they would like it. The same for my friend here.’ He indicated the man who had been accused.

			‘Yes, Mr Sinclair, sir, I’ll attend to it right away.’ Johnston bobbed his head and scurried away with haste.

			‘Why, Mr Sinclair.’ Jane rose elegantly to her feet. ‘That is so very kind of you.’ She moved gracefully across the room, her hands playing across the backs of the chairs that she passed.

			As Jack noted the way Sinclair appraised her, he felt the stirring of something deep in his gut. The first prickling of jealousy sat badly on top of the heavy meal.

			‘There is no need to thank me, ma’am.’ Sinclair was all oily charm. ‘It really is nothing.’

			Jack ignored the urge to spit. He noticed the way Jane glanced at her brother, who immediately backed away. The accusation, which had supposedly been of such a heinous nature that it might have led to a gunfight, was forgotten with indecent haste.

			‘Would you care to sit and have a drink with me, Mr Sinclair?’ Jane fixed the smartly dressed man with her gaze. ‘My brother ain’t got a good conversation in his head, and I reckon you might know a thing or two about the world. Stuff a young girl like me should hear about.’

			Jack tried not to laugh as he heard the same line Jane had used on him. He saw the reaction in Sinclair’s expression and he hoped he had hidden his own better. Yet Jane was no ordinary-looking girl, and any man, even one of obvious power like Sinclair, would be flattered by her attention.

			‘I would be delighted to sit with you for a moment, ma’am.’ Sinclair gave another ingratiating smile, then indicated an empty table.

			‘Thank you kindly, sir.’ Jane stepped forward so that she came within Sinclair’s reach, then turned away to take a seat. ‘It’s mighty generous of you to feed us both. Why, my brother and I, we sure are grateful for a meal.’

			Sinclair took his own seat. If he was surprised by the forwardness of his new companion, he did not show it.

			Jack watched the pair for a moment longer. He had read Sinclair’s intentions easily enough, and he would have had to be made of stone not to notice the obvious offer coming from Jane. Yet he saw something else in the man’s expression. Sinclair’s desire for Jane was clear; Jack had spotted that immediately. Yet he was also no naive innocent, and was clearly wary. Jack could understand that well enough. Only a fool would not be cautious in the face of a beautiful girl who was throwing herself at him with all the subtlety of a tuppenny whore. Yet there was another emotion in Sinclair’s expression, one that was much harder to read. It was as if he expected such attention. Perhaps it wasn’t the first time a girl had thrown herself at him, or perhaps it was even a regular occurrence. Jack had seen enough of the world to know how some women would fawn at a rich man’s feet, and it was clear that Sinclair was a rich man, at least rich enough to stand out here in Nowheresville, Louisiana.

			Jack felt his interest begin to fade as the room settled back down. Adam took himself back to his original table. His righteous fury appeared to have evaporated, and any question of a missing parent also seemed to have been forgotten. Jack had an inkling that the siblings had achieved their first aim by bringing Sinclair into play. He doubted he would ever learn what the rest of the game entailed, but he was sure it involved Sinclair parting with something of value. He had been brought up on the hard streets of Whitechapel, a part of London few chose to visit unless they happened to be a rake looking for the type of vicious delight that only the seedier parts of the metropolis could offer. Adam and Jane were no different to the thieves he had known in his youth, and he was pretty sure they would get whatever it was they were looking for.

			But he would not wait to see it. He got to his feet and gathered his weapons. Jane noted his departure with a fleeting glance that lasted no more than a heartbeat. He meant nothing to her. He had been a pawn, one discarded without a thought when the real move had been made.

			With his weapons in hand, he paused. For a reason he did not understand, he felt that something had changed. He had been alone for months now. Yet he had always known that one day, Fate would intervene to put an end to his drifting. Now he felt her presence in the room. He did not yet know what plans she had for him, but he was sure they would be revealed to him soon. Then he would have to decide which path to take: one that brought him back into the lives of other people, or one that would see him turn his back on the world and continue his aimless, lonely wandering, perhaps for ever.

			At that moment, he did not know which of those two paths he would choose.
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			It was early evening by the time Jack was ready to leave town. He considered it to have been a day well spent. He had been fed, and his horse, a fine bay mare that he had stolen many months before from the Confederate army, had been given the best care he could afford and would be stronger for it. He had collected the animal, and now it was time to move on. He did not have the funds to pay for both him and the mare to be lodged overnight, and so he would spend another night sleeping outdoors with nothing but his horse and his weapons for company.

			He heaved himself into the saddle, sighing as the weight of his full belly shifted uncomfortably. Once seated, he swept his long coat back, then settled his pork pie hat on his head before taking a moment to make sure everything was just so, his hand patting across his weapons in a familiar routine. He lived on the fringes of society, and there were plenty of folk who would not hesitate to make him fight to keep what he owned.

			Experience told him never to take his safety for granted. That particular lesson had been learned many years before on the Grand Trunk Road on a journey from Bombay to Delhi. The Gujar tribesmen who had attacked the dak gharry he had been travelling in had caught him unprepared, the ambush almost claiming his life and that of the young lady he had been escorting home. He had survived thanks to the timely arrival of the British cavalry, and from that moment on he had faced every day with his weapons loaded and primed.

			He had been a soldier all his adult life. Most of those years had been spent at war. It had taken time to find a path to the life he had hungered for, and still more time to become the true soldier he had longed to be. Yet at the end, he had discovered that he had been deluding himself. He was no warrior, and most certainly no great hero. He was a man with a gun and a sword, a killer for sure, but only because he had been granted the one thing that a soldier needed more than anything else – luck. And one day, he knew that luck would run out.

			It had taken him a long time to fully understand that. Once he had believed that it had been his talent for war that had kept him alive. Where some men shirked the fight, he had sought it out, sustaining his ambition in the bloody chaos of battle. Then he had learned the truth. He was alive due to blind fortune and the actions of others. Had circumstances been different, his body would have been left as food for the worms long ago. For a reason he could not hope to understand, he had survived when so many others had died.

			He shivered. The same feeling that had come over him in the dining room made itself known to him again. Something had changed. The notion made him uncomfortable, perhaps even frightened him. He could handle his self-enforced solitude, even finding moments of genuine contentment in the simple life he now lived. He steered clear of conflict, drifting through the days with no aim other than to do what it took to survive. He avoided uncomfortable thoughts, forcing his mind to live in the present without acknowledging his past. Memories were shackled and locked away so that they could no longer cause pain. People he had once cared for were forgotten, or at least ignored. He paid no heed to the part of his soul that wanted more. It was the coward’s path, he knew that, but it suited him just fine.

			The War Between the States had been going on for close to two years now. He had done his best to keep well away from it, his time spent with both armies now behind him. He had come across a few soldiers, even this far away from the main areas of conflict, and so he had heard something of the great battles that had taken place, but which appeared to have brought the war no closer to a conclusion.

			There had been a second fight at the Bull Run River, the armies of North and South wrestling for control of the strategic railroad junction at Manassas. Once again the Union forces had been driven back, and there had been talk of a Confederate invasion of the North that would swiftly put an end to the war. That prospect had vanished a few weeks later, following a hard-fought battle at a place called Antietam, near Sharpsburg, in far-away Maryland. The Confederate army had withdrawn into Virginia, where they had beaten back a Union force at a place called Fredericksburg. In the west, the Union Army had pushed steadily southward, beating General Bragg’s forces and gaining control of much of Tennessee.

			As much as he tried to avoid the war, he was still drawn to the tales of the conflict in which he had fought, yet he did not choose sides. The fate of the country in which he existed no longer meant anything to him. He cared only for staying alive and staying alone. Now, with that aim firmly in mind, he eased his horse into motion and began to head out of town. As ever, it was something of a relief to leave the world of people behind. He was beginning to wonder if the strange sensation that had first come over him in the dining saloon was simply his imagination playing him false.

			Then a girl screamed.

			His revolver was in his hand in a second. The scream was not one of terror; he had heard enough of those to be certain of that. Yet it was still enough to capture his attention. He saw its source almost immediately, the flash of white undergarments bright in the fading light. The girl who had spoken to him in the dining saloon – Jane – was halfway out of a door that led on to a balcony on the upper storey of a handsome Creole town house, one in a line of identical buildings that pressed close to the turnpike. There was a brief struggle before she kicked her way free, then scrambled across the balcony. Without pause, she vaulted over the wrought-iron railings and on to the one next door, her dress held in her hand.

			He saw her destination immediately. Another balcony door was open in a house further down the row. Waiting there was her brother, who was waving her over. The sight made Jack smile. He was witnessing the end of their game after all. His smile widened when he looked back to the door the girl had just exited to see the flushed face of Sinclair, the man who had worn the grey suit but who now stood naked in the doorway that led on to the balcony.

			‘You goddam bitch!’ Sinclair took a single pace on to the balcony, where he stayed for long enough to shout the insult before disappearing back inside.

			Jack waited where he was, watching Jane’s progress. He wondered what it was she had taken from Sinclair; what it was that had inspired this game of bait and hook. He hoped it was worth the risk. Yet the girl was in no real danger, clambering easily across the balconies of the houses that separated her from her brother. Vaulting the last set of railings, she slipped inside his door, which was slammed shut the moment she was lost from sight.

			Jack made no effort to move. If he were being honest with himself, he was rather enjoying the show. He did not have to wait long for the next act to begin, as the siblings’ door opened for a second time and the pair came out one after the other. He saw that Jane had thrown on some clothes, and both now carried knapsacks. Neither showed any fear as they climbed over the railings of the balcony before lowering themselves down and dropping to the ground below. They landed no more than a dozen yards from where he sat in the saddle, an interested spectator to the evening’s spectacle.

			The girl bounded to her feet. She took a moment to brush the dirt from her hands, then she looked up at Jack and flashed him a momentary smile.

			‘Come on!’ Her brother saw the pause.

			She needed no further urging and turned to run after him, the two moving fast.

			‘Stop!’ The shout came hard on their heels as a red-faced Sinclair burst out of the town house’s front door no more than thirty seconds after the siblings had started to run. Two men came with him, both armed with revolvers. ‘Stop them,’ Sinclair snapped.

			Both raised their weapons. The first shots rang out, the loud cracks echoing off the tall buildings that lined the street.

			To Jack’s ear, the sound was dreadfully familiar. It stirred memories of bloodshed, ones that he tried hard to contain. He distracted himself by watching the pair as they made their break for freedom. They were running fast, and he saw at once that they were already far out of range. None of the bullets were coming close.

			‘Hold your bloody fire!’ He could not rein back the command. Angry faces turned his way.

			‘Shut your goddam mouth.’ One of the men, a heavyset fellow with florid jowls, emphasised the message by firing off another shot.

			Jack shook his head at the belligerence. ‘Save your damn powder, you dolt. You won’t hit them from there.’ He offered the advice with a shake of his head.

			‘Do as he says.’ It was Sinclair who echoed Jack’s instruction. He stepped past the man, pushing down his raised arm, his eyes fixed on Jack. ‘I saw you talking to that girl. Do you know her?’

			‘Never seen her before.’ Jack gave the reply in a clipped voice. He looked Sinclair over more carefully now that he was closer. There was a dusting of grey in the man’s moustache, and at his temples. Some of his hair stood to attention at the back of his head, the errant strands at odds with the glistening mass that still lay slicked against his skull.

			‘I don’t think I believe you.’ Sinclair ran a hand back over his scalp, smoothing his hair into place. From his tone, it was clear that the girl had ruffled more than just his locks.

			‘I don’t give a fuck what you think, chum.’ Jack’s tone was unaltered.

			Sinclair held his gaze a moment longer, but said nothing more before he turned on his heel and walked briskly back inside the house.

			Jack sat where he was as Sinclair’s men followed their master inside. Aside from the whiff of powder in the air, it was as if nothing had happened. The young pair had taken whatever it was they had come for. The show was over.

			He kicked back his heels, easing his mare into a walk. Whatever had happened was not his concern. Nothing was any more.

			He rode out of town without so much as a backwards glance, heading back to the wilds, and back to being alone.
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