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  Chapter 1




  You ever been to Yuma? It’s quite a place, really. Quaint little frontier town, sits there in the desert looking all solid and pretty, right next to the big old Colorado River. It’s down there in that odd part of the country where the Great Bear State juts into Arizona Territory from the west. If you can throw a rock across the water, it’ll land in California.




  The climate’s pretty agreeable in the winter, kinda like a spring day in Tennessee, or so I’m told. Summertime? Well, that’s a different matter. I’ve seen five of them go by, and I’m trying to describe it in a way good folks wouldn’t mind hearing. How about this—It’s hotter’n blue blazes. Yeah, that might be close.




  Since there’s no timber hereabouts, they built most everything out of the one substance they’ve got an endless supply of: rocks. I oughta know; I made my share of them—rocks, that is. You look at this town, and it looks, well...secure. Rocks do that. And they keep the insides of these nice little homes cooler when it’s a hundred and fifteen degrees outside.




  But they do something else. Somehow or other, making houses and stores and such out of stone seems to make a place look more respectable. Don’t ask me how, I just know that it does. Rocks do that too, I guess.




  But no amount of window dressing can make a hell-hole respectable, and that’s exactly what the Yuma Territorial Prison was. Conjure up the worst possible image you can, and you’re pretty close to half the reality of it. Five years I spent the days of my ‘incarceration’ swinging a sixteen-pound double-jack under a red-hot sun and the whip of sadistic guards. ‘Makin’ little ones outta big ones,’ as the saying goes. Hard labor, they call it. Ball and chain.




  Nights, I made another scratch on the wall.




  They said I killed a man up in Prescott—and that’s true—but what they didn’t say was, he had it coming.




  “However,” the judge said, “there bein’ mitigating circumstances, I’m only givin’ you five years”. Then he shook his finger at me. “You oughta be thankful!” he said, but I’m not sure I was. Could’a hung me, he said, and that much was true.




  So there I was, breaking rocks in the blazing sun.




  Toward the end of my time, I started getting in a better mood. That bothered the guards considerable, so they beat me up until my attitude improved. It was hard, but I didn’t fight back. If you did, you got more time added to your sentence, and right about then, that’s the last thing on earth I wanted.




  So I took that beating and lay on the hard rock floor of my cell next to the Colorado River and hoped I wouldn’t have any scars, at least on the outside. Inside was a different game altogether, but I figured that’d change once I got out. At least I hoped so.




  The day of my release, they took their sweet time about it. But when they finally came for me, I laid that big hammer down for the last time. Done.




  The guards ‘escorted’ me into the Warden’s office, where much to my amazement, he actually had the nerve to ask if I was rehabilitated. I said “Yes sir” for the last time, and he threw my old clothes at me—which were now full of holes and looked way too big. Then the guards gave me a going-away present I wouldn’t soon forget, the warden looking on the whole time from the comfort of his big leather chair with his feet propped up on the desk. Two of them held me while the officer of the guards gave me his best.




  It was a helluva beating, and when he was done, they held me up while the sweating officer took the chains off. Then the two assistants clobbered me with their billyclubs because they, too, wanted to say goodbye; and besides, I took too long taking that rotten prison garb off and putting my old clothes on. I was about half-through when they whacked me to the floor and took turns kicking me.




  That’s the last thing I remember about Yuma...




  * * *




  I woke up in the back of a wagon. Some Mormons found me laying in the street in front of the prison. I think that was yesterday.




  They couldn’t believe it, they said. There were plenty of tracks where people had simply ridden around the body and left me lie. No, they didn’t know how long I’d laid there.




  I was in bad shape, for the people of the territory, through their penal system, had done quite a job of reforming me. My lips were split and swollen, and I had a hard time talking. One eye was so puffed up I couldn’t open it. By the feel of it, I had quite a few busted ribs. I guess it’d be fair to say that just about everything hurt, and I sure couldn’t move much. But I was alive, and I was free.




  The Mormons—who were real decent people—said they were on their way to Salt Lake City, and that I’d better come with them. Seeing’s how I had no shoes—they'd been stolen—and nothing but the clothes on my back—and therefore couldn’t just up and walk away—I agreed that it was a probably a good idea.




  Really, they were just about the nicest folks you’d ever want to have pick you up in the street when you got beat out of prison, and they took real good care of me—feeding me and treating my wounds and such. Didn’t preach at me, neither.




  Joe Frazier was the man’s name. Joe was an older fella, and he had quite a few guns, I was pleased to see. He only had one wife, a wholesome woman with the name of Emily; but together they had five kids, and one on the way.




  The oldest was a girl of perhaps seventeen, and Jenna sure was pretty. Thin and very well built, she had long black hair and the face of an angel. Demure and proper, yet she had this look. Maybe it’s just because I hadn’t set eyes on a woman in five years, but every once in a while, I fancied she was watching me when she figured I wasn’t looking. At least that’s what I thought. More than likely, it was just curiosity, I told myself. And what with the circumstances and the calluses on my wrists from the shackles, I kept my distance.




  The first few nights, they all slept on the ground and left me alone in the wagon. But it wasn’t long and I was starting to get up and around, helping with the chores as best I could. Still, it was hard. Every once in a while when I’d move wrong them sharp pains would hit me, and I’d just have to lay down and breathe easy. Those dog-goned ribs were going to give me trouble for a while, I guess.




  Jenna, she tore up a perfectly good bed sheet one day, and then Joe come in the wagon to help me wrap my ribcage with it. That made things a whole lot better, and I was sure to thank them properly.




  Them good folks picking me up and helping me like that sure was a Godsend, I know that. They were an upstanding, hard-working family, and about the only thing I didn’t like about them was the fact that they didn’t drink no coffee in the morning and didn’t have any tobacco whatsoever. Of course, I hadn’t had either in Yuma, and I guess that’s why I was looking forward to it so much. Well, I figured I’d live a little longer without it.




  One evening, Joe got me away from the camp and we had us a talk. Here it comes, I figured, but I was sure as hell surprised, because he didn’t ask me why I’d been in Yuma or anything about it. First, he asked, “Are you saved?”




  I said, “Yes”, that he and his family had done it, and I was sure beholden to them. Joe took that real well, and we both had a good laugh. I guess he must have decided to drop it, because he just looked at me and kept on chuckling. Not only did I take that for a good sign; I appreciated it, too.




  Then he got serious. “What are your plans?”




  At that, I had to give it some thought. Oh, I knew alright, for I’d had plenty of time to think about it. It was just figuring out what to tell him that was the dilemma. Mulling it over, I came to the conclusion that he really wouldn’t want to know. “Well,” says I, “Got me a little ranch outside of Prescott—if it’s still there. Guess I’ll go back and try to pick up the pieces if I can.”




  In my mind, I’d have liked to ride on out of there if I could only get my hands on a horse and outfit, but I didn’t say that. Right then, Surprise Number Two come when old Joe up and says, “When we get to Salt Lake City, I’ll be happy to give you a horse and gun if you’ll just hear me out. May not be the best, but assuredly better than what you’ve got.”




  Me, I didn’t know what to say to the man. They’d done so much already. When you come right down to it, I figured they’d out-and-out saved my life, and here he was offering to do more. I looked him square in the eye and shook hands and thanked him from the bottom of my heart, for it’d certainly be worth the time.




  The next morning, we got back to goin’. Along the way, we run into some others headed for the same place, and pretty soon we had us a regular wagon train, bound for glory. Every one of those families were good people, and none of the Fraziers must have said a word about where they found me, because everybody treated me real nice and called me Brother.




  They were a real God-fearing people, those Mormons. Straight and sturdy. Clean, orderly, and decent. I know I’ve said that word already about them—decent—but it seems to fit real well.




  Well, we were four and a half weeks getting to Mormontown. Part of that’s because they wouldn’t travel on the Sabbath. Said it was unholy, or something like that. The rest was due to that mile-deep gash in the earth that cuts all the way across the northern part of this country—wagons and gorges never did mix too good. So we’d had to swing northwest first, and then turn right to salvation.




  It was a Friday when we finally come into Zion, and everybody was feeling pretty darned good. We spent most of the day walking around and talking and meeting people, me waiting for that horse the whole time. Finally, Joe and five or six more ganged-up on me and sat me down. I was in for the lecture of my life.




  Man, it took hours. I won’t go into everything they said, but suffice it to say, it was rather... interesting. At least that’s what I pretended to show, although a few of the high points really did get my attention. They tried to get me to talk some; but I kept it brief, knowing that anything I said might only urge them on to even greater proselytizing—I think that’s the word.




  So I sat there fidgeting under their gaze, listening, and was awful glad to hear when one of them said that this story did have an end, alright, and that it was surely coming soon. They all got a chuckle out of that—and I did too, truth-be-told. When they finally come to the end of speaking, I sure was glad; but then it got quiet a while. Then they asked me what I thought.




  “Boy!” says I, like a schoolboy who doesn’t know the answer to the question. “That sure is a lot to digest in one sitting. I’m gonna have to think about it.”




  Then they fed me again and I bedded down with the Fraziers for a good night’s sleep. In the morning, they give me a helluva good breakfast, and Joe was true to his word. He cut a big gray horse loose and handed me a good rifle. Suddenly—I guess that must’ve been the signal—a bunch of people showed up to say goodbye. Fortunately for me, they came bearing gifts.




  I tell you, stuff seemed to come out of nowhere. Clothes, and even a hat, were placed in my hands. Some Brother walks up with a saddle and bridle; another, an old gunbelt with a pistol and knife in it. Blankets and gear come through the crowd; saddlebags appeared full of ammunition and things I’d need. Seemed like everybody put up some food.




  I was truly stunned. These Mormons are really... uh... what’s the word I’m searching for? Good. That’s what they are. Good, indeed.




  Before I left, my savior insisted on a prayer, and we all held hands in one big circle, every man, woman, and child. It was touching, all the good things they had to say to the Man Upstairs; all the good things they asked Him to do for me in particular. I gotta tell you, all-in-all, I was mighty impressed with these people.




  Joe went kinda long-winded with the prayer, but it, too, had an end, and all at once, everybody said “Amen”. I wasn’t used to that, and so was the last one. Then all the Brothers and Sisters come up with their sincere handshakes and pats on the back and such, and told me to stop back again whenever I could. Frazier was the last in line, and I thanked him from the depths of humility. He said, “You’re a good man, friend. You’ll always have a place to stay if you ever need it.”




  I mounted up, gazing upon these people and waving. I really was thanking them, but I was also looking for Jenna, and I did not see her.




  When I rode away, I was sure sorry. But I hadn’t gone far when there she was, standing in the shade of a cottonwood with some books nestled securely against her ample bosom. She appeared to be waiting. What for, I didn’t know. Maybe the Second Coming. But deep down inside, I couldn’t help but wonder if it was me.




  When I reached the tree, I stopped the horse next to her and tipped my hat. “Jenna.”




  She smiled shyly, looking up at me with that certain beauty only religious women possess.




  “Brother,” she said in that enticing, young-womanly voice of hers. “My family would like you to take these with you,” and handed me those books. “Keep them,” she said, “and think of me when you read them.”




  I sat there with those good books feeling rather awkward in my convict hands. “Thank you, Jenna. I do believe I’ll do just that,” though I was referring to the ‘thinking of her’ part.




  Jenna Frazier said one more thing. “I hope you’ll come back.”




  “Count on it,” says I.




  Now, either it was my imagination, or she really did blush a little. Then she turned and walked quickly back to camp.




  I moved my horse to watch her go; a stunning figure, clean hair flowing in the breeze. My thoughts weren’t none too pure, but I sat there anyway, watching her until she blended into the crowd and disappeared. Stuffing them books in the saddlebags, I give out a final wave and turned my horse.




  Yes sir, I left those good Mormons with two things: a complete outfit, due to their overwhelming generosity; and fond memories, due to their inherent goodness. If there was a God in heaven, I certainly hoped He would smile on those people.




  Myself, I had a man to kill...




  Chapter 2




  What a deal, thinks I. Five years I’ve been waiting for this day. I’m a free man, I’ve got an outfit, and I’m on my way.




  That business about owning a ranch was a lie, for the most part. Okay, all of it. The simple fact was, I’d never owned much of anything in my life. Leastways, anything you could call permanent. But I’d had a lot of time to think in prison, and what I came up with was this: whenever I got this killing and such done, it was high time I did. The best part of my prime had just been wasted smashing sixteen pounds of steel against a never-ending rockpile. Had I been able to put all that energy into building a ranch, I’d have a decent place. Instead, I was dead broke and felt two decades older than my twenty-eight years.




  But if it’s one thing I knew, it was that you couldn’t change the past. It was what it was and that’s all there is too it. However, there were several people who were gonna pay dearly for the way it turned out.




  I’d gained weight rapidly on the feed of those Mormons, and the clothes they’d given me fit better now. The bruises had gone away as the days passed; most of the aches and pains with them. The ribs still gave me a little trouble but were getting better all the time. The cuts on my face had long-since healed, but they left behind a few scars I was apparently going to have forever and definitely wasn’t happy about.




  Staring into that mirror on the back of the Frazier wagon, I’d sworn that somehow, someday, I’d be sure and return the favor to the men who marked me up. But first, there was somebody ahead in line. Now that somebody went by the name of Giles David, and he was going to get my full attention. So was that putrid son of his. Only then would I deal with whoever was left over.




  Gil David shouldn’t be alive today, but he most certainly was. I knew that because the rotten S.O.B. actually came down to visit me one year. Standing there in his tailored three-piece suit with a grin on that pink, fleshy face of his, he’d naturally had more than a few exceptionally pleasant things to say to me.




  It was disgusting. Howsomever, I’d see what I’d could do about his status as a living creature—I won’t call him a human being—when I finally made it back there. Yup, ol’ Gil was going to die at my hands, and that would be just as soon as I could get them wrapped around his fat pig neck. Slow and sure I’d squeeze the life out—with him looking at my face the whole time.




  Joe Frazier sure wouldn’t think much of me if he knew what I was going to do. But I’m telling you, that’s exactly what was going to happen.




  Then, when I naturally thought of Jenna, the picture that came to mind was her standing there under that tree with them good books resting against her eye-catching bustline—and that made me smile. But when I thought about her knowing what I was up to, I couldn’t help but frown. I gotta tell you, I even felt a little guilty, like she’d be disappointed in me or something. Hell, truth be known, she'd prob’ly never speak to me again if she knew.




  But speaking of the truth, I had nothing on her. I’d laid no claim. Never courted her; never even kissed her—and certainly never asked ol’ Joe for her hand. What on earth made me think she’d ever give me a second thought, I don’t know, let alone go for the ex-convict I was.




  Funny how a man can get sometimes, ain’t it? There I was, out in the middle of a beautiful place like central Utah, tracing my steps back to Arizona—the land that had caused so much misery for me.




  I thought to myself, Sometimes you’re not too bright, Hack. Yeah, well, sometimes people gotta die... That’s my name, you see. Although I’ve certainly been called a few other things in my life, that changes nothing. My name is Hack. Weren’t no other, at least none I ever knew of.




  When I first went to prison, that little fact seemed to irritate them considerable. Even tried to beat it out of me, but I just flat didn’t know of no other. The warden, he looked down on my bleeding face and said, “Everybody on God’s green earth has to have a second name... ” But I couldn’t talk, so he put Hack Hack on the paperwork and they commenced to pounding on me some more until I passed out.




  But my name's Hack.




  * * *




  It took me the best part of two weeks to make the Arizona border. Two weeks of feeling better, body and mind. I ate good, you see. Even when the supplies ran out. If the timing was right and I saw another bunch of Mormons coming up the trail—you can always tell them apart—I’d ride up with my palm in the air and say, “Howdy, Brothers and Sisters!” Yessir, that usually done the trick. Why, we’d stop and jaw for a while, and before you’d know it, it’d just happen to be meal-time.




  “Won’t you join us for lunch?” They’d say.




  “No, I wouldn’t want to impose... ” I’d reply with my best embarrassed eyes imitation.




  “Please, it’s no trouble at all,” the man’d say, and then we’d all get down and go to work. I always done my part by bringing in the firewood. Seemed like a fair trade.




  Once, I spent the night camped with a family. It was a real pleasant experience, and I almost felt like I belonged with them—kinda like the way I felt when I was with the Fraziers. When I left, I asked them folks to please give my regards to one Jenna Frazier in Zion, if they would be so kind. The woman, she looked at me with an obvious sparkle in her eye when I said that and assured me she would. I wasn’t sure what the gleam was all about, but repeated Jenna’s name for her—even politely insisted she write it down, which she did—and asked her not to forget.




  Anyway, it was just exactly as I said before. I’d gained wait rapidly on the feed of those good Mormons. I was back up to my usual two-hundred ten pounds, I figured, but it was all lean and solid, for I was a pretty fair-sized man when you come right down to it. Six foot one in my stocking feet, I used to be; but I guess I must’ve shrunk up some under the weight of that prison hammer. Believe me, breakin’ rocks in the hot sun’ll make an old man outta anybody.




  Now you take your average stone mason. If he starts to hammerin’ when he’s twenty, in ten years he’ll look older’n your grandpa. Act like it, too, ‘cause that’s just the way he feels. But me? I was only halfway there. Although it had wore me down, the constant swinging of that grossly oversized sledgehammer had built my body into one rock-hard mass of bulging muscle. In my mind, I felt quite sure I could break a bear’s neck with my bare hands, if I had to. And the more I thought about it, the more I couldn’t wait to try it out on ol’ Gil.




  Yes sir, poison and venom was in me. The Mormons had said it’s bad for a man to keep all that hatred and such bottled up inside. It’d ruin your health, said they. I figured that was likely true, so I aimed to get rid of it just as soon as I could. And that’d be when I got to Prescott.




  Now, Prescott, which the locals pronounce Press-cut, is a nice little place, as far as mining towns go. Sitting high up there in the mountains a mile above the desert, it escapes most of that God-awful heat they get only fifty miles to the south. Even snows there once in a while, come winter. Not much, mind you, just enough to let you know you’re not really in the desert any more. And that’s fine by me.




  The place got built after some miners found gold nearby, as was the usual start for many a Western town. ‘63, that was. The gold, of course, is long since gone, but the town stayed. Mainly ‘cause Fort Whipple did, too. That’s another ‘usual’ thing: first some dirt-poor prospector finds gold, then a rich swindler like Giles David comes in and somehow ‘legally’ takes the claim away. Finally, to compound the insult, the United States Army itself comes in to protect the avaricious bastards. That’s a fancy word I learned from an educated inmate in prison. It means greedy, and I could’a’ said that; I just happen to like the word, that’s all. Done learned me a few fancy words in prison, I did. Anyway, they’re sons o’ bitches, all of ‘em, excepting the original finder, that is.




  Was a time—back when I was just a pup—that I ran freight between Prescott and California. Run it with another young fella who happened to have the curioust of names: Wyatt Berry Stapp Earp. How a father could name his own son something like that, I’ll never know. But I used to tease him about it all the time—called him Wyattberries, I did. Made him mad, on occasion, but he never did anything about it. Yeah, he was kind of a strange man, as I recall. Never said much, but seemed to enjoy shootin’ at folks ever’ chance he got.




  No sir, I’ll never forget him. Neither will a coupl’a men I know in Yuma. They’d like to kill him right now, if they could, for he’s the one that sent them there. Marshall Earp, they call him now, among other things. He’s an honest-to-God lawman somewheres. Crooked as a dog’s hind leg, the way those boys in Yuma tell it. Having known the man, although I never mentioned it, I thought that hard to imagine, but I guess one just plain never knows. Hell, look what happened to me in Prescott.




  I was down on Whiskey Row in the old Quartz Rock Saloon when Gil’s dipsomaniac of a brother—that’s another word I learned in prison—it means drunkard, started pickin’ on me for no reason whatsoever other than he was all liquored-up and feeling his oats. Old man, he was. Forty-seven.




  Fat-cat like his younger brother, he just didn’t have the smarts to leave a much younger and bigger man alone. Nope, he had to push it. Then he pushed me.




  You could see he was almost blind-drunk, so I let the first one pass, figuring he’d go away. The trouble was, he didn’t.




  Egged on by his punk nephew Ezra—how could anybody name their kid Ezra? Might as well call him Alice—the boozin’ rummy kept it up with me. Well, I finally got tired of the old boy and whacked him one to the jaw. Stopped his blabbering, alright, ‘cause he was laid-out cold. Me, I aimed to do what I come there for in the first place—have a couple o’ beers and be on my way.
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