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When Lassiter found the man with
two arrows in his back, he picked his pockets and found a gilt-edge
invitation to muscle in on some easy money. He left the corpse to
bury itself and high-tailed it into a situation that had him
fighting for his life from the very beginning. But that was part of
Lassiter’s business—no
matter how many other men died.

Now Lassiter’s trying to find a
hoard of buried silver worth a cool $100,000. The only trouble is,
ten other
tough hombres have all got the same idea.


Chapter One

The white man from Del Rio lay dead from
Indian arrows atop the low hill, half in the clump of buckeye
shrub. Lassiter stared down at him, and then up at the Reverend
Matthew Herbert who stood alongside.

“What
did you say, Preach?” he snarled, his voice a low growl.

“I said
you killed him, Mister Lassiter,” the minister answered, standing
tall in his black frock coat, a Bible in his hand. “You killed him
as surely as if you’d shot those two arrows into him
yourself.”

Lassiter’s eyes bored holes into the Reverend
Herbert’s sternly righteous face. Three days ago the reverend had
promised Lassiter fifty dollars to guide him through this strip of
Kiowa territory. Seeing as how he had planned going that way
anyway, Lassiter had figured it would be an easy fifty. But that
had been three days ago. Now he was fed up to his eyeballs with the
Reverend Matthew Herbert. He hadn’t heard so much sweet-Jesus-talk
and lecturing on the evils of sin since growing up in Shiloh. And
now the reverend was trying to pin this dumb bastard’s death on
Lassiter.

“You
figurin’ on going to heaven, Preach?”

“I am,”
the minister said proudly.

“You’ll
be gettin’ there a lot sooner unless you shut up,” Lassiter said
coldly, his eyes angry, impatient. “If you’d kept your fat mouth
closed, instead of yelling out to warn this man, we wouldn’t be
sittin’ here waitin’ to be attacked by Kiowas.”

“You
didn’t open your mouth to warn him,” Reverend Herbert atoned. “It’s
a Christian’s duty to help his fellow man.”

“Lot a
good your shoutin’ did. A Christian’s duty is to stay alive, so’s
he can spread the word. I’ve got to go out there now and get the
one I didn’t kill.”

“Why?”
Reverend Herbert asked. “Let him alone and he’ll go back to his
tribe.”

Lassiter snorted, grimly.
“Two of his blood
brothers have been killed,” he said. “If he doesn’t go back with
somebody’s scalp he can forget being a Kiowa. They wouldn’t even
have him as a squaw. That’s why I’ve got to get him before he gets
us.”

“Should
I go with you?” the reverend asked.

“Christ,
no!” Lassiter exploded. “I’m going out there to kill him, not save
him. You stay here till I get back.”

“And if
you don’t get back?”

“Pick
out a nice prayer for me,” Lassiter barked, starting off.
“Something short, because you won’t have much time to say it
in.”

The big man moved down the path
without looking back. The Kiowa had bolted into the thickness of the
woods, mostly shade bush, black oak and hawthorn, dense cover with
a good soundless base under it. Lassiter moved deeper into the
woods, moving as silently as an Indian, despite his size. He moved
in quick, darting motions, slipping from tree to tree. He stopped
as a chipmunk raced across his path. A rabbit followed the chipmunk
and Lassiter crept forward slowly. The sneaking Indian was in
there, close at hand. The big man hunched himself down and moved
forward again. He knew that the Kiowa, like all the scalping
savages, used surprise like a white man used a gun, as a very real
weapon. And he also knew that no matter how ready you were for it,
you were never ready enough. The young tree branch, pulled way
back, was an object lesson.

As the Kiowa let it go, it snapped back like
a whiplash just as Lassiter reached the tree. Instinctive,
automatic reaction made Lassiter put up his hands and rear back as
the branch slammed into his face. It was the split-second moment of
surprise the Indian wanted and he was onto the other man in a
diving tackle, the knife in his hand slashing down.

Lassiter went backward with the
force of the attack and felt the knife rip the sleeve of his jacket
as he twisted his body to one side. He got a knee up under the
Indian’s
belly and pushed hard and the Kiowa fell off to the
right.

Lassiter was halfway to his feet
when the Indian slashed out again at him and he had to pull away.
Once more the furious Kiowa was atop him, pressing him back into
the ground. Lassiter got his hand on the Indian’s knife arm and held it
steady.

He shoved his fingers into the
Indian’s eyes
and felt the man’s grip loosen as he went back in pain. Using his
strength and weight, Lassiter rolled the Indian over and brought
his arm down hard against the Kiowa’s throat.

The red man gasped and his mouth flew open
and Lassiter twisted hard against the knife arm.

The man’s hand opened and the knife fell
out. Lassiter yanked him to his feet and smashed him across the
face with a blow that would have half-killed most men. It didn’t do
the Indian any good but he was young, strong, and desperate. He
lowered his head and bulled the bigger man into the side of a thick
oak tree. Lassiter grabbed him by the hair and felt his hands slip
on the buffalo grease.

He yanked the
Indian’s head
back and, getting room to swing, clipped him hard on the point of
his jaw. The Indian staggered and Lassiter sank his arm deep into
the Kiowa’s belly. As the Indian doubled over, Lassiter brought his
knee up and felt it smash into the Kiowa’s jaw. A tremendous,
looping right, coming in downward like a lightning bolt, landed
alongside the Kiowa’s jaw and Lassiter felt the bone
shatter.

The Indian pitched forward, lay on the ground
twitching like a snake with its head cut off. Lassiter brought the
Bowie knife out of its rawhide sheath at his waist and stopped the
twitching in one, sweeping slash.

He grimaced and raised one arm
and sniffed at himself. One of the things he hated about fighting
Indians at close range was winding up smelling of raw fish and
buffalo grease. He wiped off the knife on the
Indian’s
loincloth, put it back into its sheath and walked casually back to
where Reverend Herbert waited. He didn’t say anything and the
reverend, seeing the expression of his eyes, didn’t need to
ask.

“Now
let’s see if we can find out who this damn fool was,” Lassiter
said, turning over the man the Kiowas had killed. He went through
the man’s pockets with deft, practiced hands. The man’s clothes
were good, clean and laundered. He was no range bum. In the inside
pocket of his jacket, Lassiter found a neatly folded letter. He
opened it and read it to himself.

Mr. Abraham Kinder Wheelford, Texas

Dear Mr. Kinder,

This will introduce Amos Seward
from Del Rio. He is the kind of man you asked me to find for you.
He is honest, reliable and well spoken. He has agreed to the arrangements,
namely $500 for his services as a beginning, the rest to come if
and when. The best of luck.

Your friend,

Robert Anderson

Lassiter almost let a little
smile cross his face. Almost. He folded the letter, thoughtfully
and soberly, and put it in his pocket. Five hundred dollars was
good money for damn near anything and he could sure use it. If he
had to pretend to be Amos Seward, he would. Besides, the letter had
the smell of more to come. Wheelford was to the north, along the
Madison River, about a half-day’s ride from where he’d agreed to take the
reverend. The river generally marked the end of Kiowa territory,
though the Indians made an occasional raid over to the other side.
He looked up to see the reverend watching him.

“Well,
Mister Lassiter,” the minister said. “Did you find out the poor
man’s name?”

“Amos
Seward from Del Rio,” Lassiter grunted.

“Did
that letter say where he was headed?”

“That
was a prison record,” Lassiter lied without blinking an eye. “It
goes against my Christian nature to bury a man with his past sins
upon him.”

“Very
commendable, Mister Lassiter,” Reverend Herbert said. “You see,
there is a great deal of good even in you.”

Lassiter burped and swung up
onto his horse, a nice, steady Appaloosa he’d bought in Jefferson City from a
tired trader.

“Let’s
get the hell outa here,” he coughed.

“Aren’t
you going to bury the man?” the reverend asked with shock in his
eyes.

“I’ll
let Mother Nature take care of that,” Lassiter barked. “Mount up,
Reverend, less you want a Kiowa arrow up your ass.”

“Well,
let me at least say a few words over the poor soul,” the minister
protested. Lassiter swung the Appaloosa around.

“You do
that,” he snorted. “I’ll see you around, maybe.” He rode off at a
fast trot. Glancing back, he saw the reverend half way into the
saddle, starting after him. The minister caught up to him shortly
and pulled up alongside.

“You’re
a man of strange contrasts, Lassiter,” Reverend Herbert said. “The
devil and the Lord are struggling for your soul.”

“Yeah,”
Lassiter growled. “I’m up for grabs. And your side’s been losing
for a long time.”

Lassiter glanced at the minister and saw that
he was about to start on a quotation from the Good Book.

“Shut
up, Reverend,” he warned. “I want to meditate.” Lassiter meditated
all the way to the Madison River where the reverend gave him the
second half of the fifty.

“Much
obliged, Mister Lassiter,” Reverend Herbert said. “Perhaps we’ll
meet again. I’ll be riding circuit in this territory. I hope our
three days together has been of some good to you.”

“It’s
made a new man out of me,” Lassiter grunted. He wheeled the horse
around and started along the banks of the Madison River, heading
north. He rode into Wheelford sitting up real straight in the
saddle, the way Amos Seward from Del Rio had sat when he rode
through Kiowa country.


Chapter Two

Wheelford was a surprise to the big man. Not
that it was so different from other towns, it was just neater, with
a well-ordered feel to it. He saw fewer drunks lying around the
dusty porches and the hotel had a fresh coat of paint on it.
Lassiter had seen a small Army post a mile or so outside of town.
Maybe that was responsible. Or maybe it was that Wheelford lay just
a few miles south of the Cimarron cutoff and received a share of
visitors from Kansas and Santa Fe. When he rode into town the late
afternoon sun was stretching shadows across the twin rows of frame
buildings.

The Appaloosa, though not a big
horse, had plenty of stamina and power and made good time in an
easy, loose, ground-eating gait. Remembering to sit straight,
Lassiter was about to slow down at the saloon for directions when
he saw the name on the big plate-glass window of the store
diagonally across the street. He read it again: “Abraham
Kinder—Attorney—Surveyor.” He wheeled the Appaloosa to the hitching
post, tossed the reins over the rail loosely, and started into the
office.

He cursed and realized how hard it is to
change the way you walked. His usual walk was a loose-armed
saunter, each step rising on the balls of his feet, the walk an
experienced lawman could instantly spot as that of a man whose guns
came out fast and often.

His big frame was loose-jointed, with a
free-swinging saunter that let his powerful leg muscles instantly
whirl or freeze hard to anchor himself for fast, accurate shooting.
He put his head back and walked straight-backed, the way he
imagined Amos Seward would have done.

The office, large, with two
black leather chairs in front of an old wooden desk, held four
people. Lassiter let his eyes sweep them all in one glance. He
always did it that way, taking in the big things, first, the
elements that struck him at once. The details he’d take in later.

The man behind the old desk was
white-haired and big in shirtsleeves. Piercing blue eyes held steady. Two
cowhands, ordinary, sat in front of the window. Beside the man at
the desk a girl stood in Levis and a loose red shirt, big breasts
pressing hard against the shirt despite its looseness, hair the
color of wheat in morning sun, shimmering gold.

“Mr.
Kinder?” Lassiter rumbled.

“Yes,”
the shirt-sleeved man said, rising to his feet. He had big, heavy
hands and despite his years, he was no doubt a rugged man. Lassiter
drew the letter from inside his jacket and handed it to
him.

As Kinder opened it and began to
read, Lassiter let his eyes move to the girl again, and caught her
looking at his hard-muscled frame, the width of his shoulders and
the narrow line of his hips and then back to the
hard lines of his
face. He smiled at her, a pleasant, polite smile. Her eyes held a
cool, mocking interest and they told him a lot in an instant. He’d
seen eyes like those before, mostly on women who liked to lead men
around by the nose. He turned his eyes from her but not before
noting again how her breasts pressed against the shirt.

Lassiter shifted his gaze to the
two cowhands against the windowsill. One, the taller of the two, had an
arrogant jaw and hard eyes. Lassiter knew the type. Probably ranch
foreman somewhere, maybe even at Kinder’s, a man harder on his men
than he needed to be and not nearly as hard as he thought he was.
Dismissing them, he turned his gaze back to Kinder, who was
watching him with a piercing, penetrating inspection.

“Glad
you got here safely, Seward,” the white-haired man said, extending
his hand. Lassiter gripped it iron hard.

“Glad to
be here, sir,” he said, gagging on the last word.

“This is
my daughter, Ellen,” Kinder explained, gesturing to the girl.
Lassiter touched his hat, a nice, respectful note, he told himself.
Just what Amos Seward would have done. She nodded, her eyes the
same, piercing blue as her father’s but laced with cool
amusement.

“I’m
glad Anderson got you to work on this, Amos,” Kinder said, his eyes
still studying the big man before him. “What were you doing when
Bob found you?”

“I was
between jobs.”

“That
was good for both of us,” Kinder commented. “Ever do any
ranching?”

“Some,”
Lassiter said, working hard to keep the normal, hard flatness out
of his voice.

“I’ve a
spread outside of town,” Kinder remarked. “Maybe when this is over
you’d like a try at working for me.”

Ordinarily, Lassiter would have
told the older man to stop flapping his lip and get to the point
but, he reminded himself, Amos Seward was ‘well-spoken.’

“I’ll
sure keep that in mind,” he made himself answer.

“Have
you known Anderson long?” Kinder asked, idly.

“No,”
Lassiter croaked, having trouble keeping down his annoyance.
Kinder’s warm, friendly manner cloaked a deft way of fishing, he
decided. The man’s next remark strengthened his
observation.

“Did he
tell you I was Territory Judge here before I retired?” Lassiter
shook his head and wondered if the statement, so idly tossed out,
was so idly meant.

“Well,
you’re here, Amos,” Kinder finished. “That’s the most important
thing. But I’m going to put off going over things in detail with
you till the morning. I’ve some papers to finish now. You must be
pretty well bushed, anyway.”

“I am,”
Lassiter lied. “But there is one thing, Mr. Kinder. I’d like to
clear the arrangements with you, just to make sure we both
understand them.”

“I
thought Bob cleared everything with you,” Kinder said, mild
surprise in his voice. He looked down at the letter. “It says right
here that you agreed … ”

“I
know,” Lassiter cut him off. “I’d just like to hear it from you. I
mean, right now all I have is Anderson’s word that he was speaking
for you.”

Kinder looked thoughtful for a moment and
then smiled.

“That’s
reasonable enough,” he said. “All right, it’s five hundred for your
services, half in advance, and ten percent of whatever monies
finally come to me. Of course, I hope all of it will come to
me.”

Lassiter’s mind raced. He’d learned a little
more and he didn’t want to press about something he was obviously
supposed to know about. But there was more money involved than the
five hundred. The letter had implied as much but now Kinder had
confirmed it. So far, so good.

“Get a
room at the hotel, Amos,” Kinder said. “Tell them I’ll pay for
it.”

“Much
obliged,” Lassiter said. He turned, pausing to meet Ellen Kinder’s
eyes. Their faintly amused expression hadn’t changed. He hoped she
couldn’t read his eyes. He wanted this job to move on without
sideline problems. He walked out, pleased with his performance. He
took the reins and walked his horse to the hotel stable.

“I’ll
unsaddle him,” the stable boy said, taking the Appaloosa. Lassiter
tossed the boy a coin. It was nearly dark, now, and he checked into
the hotel, secured a room and then went across the street to the
saloon.

A few cowhands lined the bar,
two all-day poker games were still going on, but the night crowd
hadn’t
flocked in yet. At the outer perimeter of tables, five girls
lounged under too much make-up, the ones too young trying to look
older, the ones too old trying to look younger. Their eyes were
frank with unspoken invitations. He had fifty in his pocket—with
perhaps a little more, the promise of more at hand—and he would
have enjoyed taking the little one with the round ass.

He nodded at her and she
immediately started for him. He shook his head and she halted,
frowned, and turned away, haughtily. Lassiter had reminded himself
of his role. Kinder, an ex-judge, had friends all over town, no doubt; the
bartender was one, probably. Wheelford would be like all other
towns in respect to gossip. Honest, upstanding, well-spoken Amos
Seward wouldn’t go out and bed down with the first girl the first
night he’d hit town. Damn, Lassiter swore. I can’t even have a
little fun. He ordered a double shot of good bourbon and a thick
roast beef sandwich.

He ate and drank in silence, in
a small table in the corner, ignoring all the overtures the girls
made. He was about to leave when he saw the two cowhands
who’d been in
Kinder’s office enter. The tall one with the hard eyes let them
dart around the room. When he saw Lassiter, he paused for an
instant and then went to the bar. The other man joined him and
Lassiter got up, paid, and bulled out the swinging doors of the
saloon.

Once in the room, he locked the
door behind him, put his gunbelt on the edge of the bed beside the
pillow, and undressed. He luxuriated in the pleasures of a bath.
Finished, he went to bed and stretched his long, lean frame out on
the mattress. What the hell, he told himself, a good
sleep’s
better than wrestling with a pair of rented tits.

Whores had never really appealed
to him, anyway, and they weren’t often necessary. Lassiter had always been lucky
in his appeal to women, only he knew it wasn’t just luck. Women
were attracted to him, all kinds and types of women. He’d given it
some thought. He knew that most women are attracted to what they
know isn’t good for them. He wondered what the hell Reverend
Herbert would have to say about that. The bed felt good and he felt
good. He was onto something and, though he didn’t know exactly
what, yet, it had the nice, comfortable feel of something good.
He’d find out soon enough.

He let the tiredness of hard riding slowly
drift over his body and before he dropped off to sleep he thought
of the ten percent Kinder was offering. He smiled. Ten percent for
Amos Seward, he meant. He was still smiling, a thin smile with
anticipation curled into it, when he fell asleep.

Lassiter didn’t know how long he’d slept,
maybe a few hours, when the knock on the door woke him. His right
hand was on the Colt .45 beside the pillow, the gun out of the
holster and the hammer drawn back before his eyes were fully
open.

“Seward,” a voice called through the door. “Message from Mr.
Kinder.”

Lassiter got up, slipped on
trousers and started for the door. Halfway there he paused, looked
down at the Colt in his hand and returned to the bed where he put
it back into the holster of the gunbelt. Amos Seward wouldn’t be the kind of a
man to answer the door with gun cocked and in hand, certainly not
to a message from his new employer.

Lassiter grinned, proud of how
well he was carrying off his new role. He opened the door and the
two men rushed him, knocking him back into the room. The
tall, hard-eyed one
had a big Walker Colt which he shoved into Lassiter’s face. The
other man also had his gun drawn. The hard-eyed one backed off,
shut the door behind him and motioned to his partner.

“Get his
gunbelt and put it on top of the dresser over there behind you,” he
said.

“What’s
all this?” Lassiter rumbled. “You said you had a message from Mr.
Kinder.” He was still being Amos Seward though the role was wearing
very thin.

“We do,”
the tall one said, a nasty smile breaking the arrogant line of his
face. “Mr. Kinder wants to know who you are and he wants us to find
out.”

Lassiter cursed inwardly. What the hell could
have gone wrong? Had someone found the body of the real Seward and
brought it into town?

“I told
Mr. Kinder who I was,” Lassiter growled. “I showed him the letter.
That says it right there.”

“Mr.
Kinder doesn’t think so,” hard-eyes answered. Lassiter caught the
phrase “doesn’t think so.” It meant Kinder wasn’t certain but
something had made the ex-judge suspicious. What, though, Lassiter
wondered, angrily. Jesus, he’d been proper and polite enough for a
priest.

“Well,
I’m sorry about Mr. Kinder not thinking so,” he grunted. “But I’m
Amos Seward.”

The tall man’s hand shot out with unexpected
speed and caught Lassiter in the mouth. Lassiter felt himself
falling backward onto the bed.

“Easy,
Frank,” the other man cautioned. “Mr. Kinder said no real rough
stuff.”

“Shut
up, Charlie,” hard-eyes snarled. “He wants the truth from this
drifter and I know how to get it. I know how to handle his
kind.”

Lassiter got up. Kinder had
obviously instructed them to put on enough pressure but not too
much. But hard-eyed wasn’t the type who knew how to use
judgment.

“Start
talking, punk,” the man said. “Or I’ll really loosen your
tongue.”

Lassiter burped. He was sorry to
see Amos Seward go out the window. He braced himself as the man
came forward
to hit him again. He blocked the punch and slammed his own fist
into the man’s face. Hard-eyes flew backward to hit the wall and
the room shook. Lassiter was estimating the distance to the
dresser. It was just a few steps too far to get from where he was
without stopping a bullet on the way. But the tall one had gotten
his eyes uncrossed and his heavy Walker Colt was in his
hand.

Lassiter could read his
thoughts. He’d overstepped himself, gotten slammed in surprise and now
had to restore himself in the eyes of his partner. Lassiter had
seen less than that force a man into a fatal mistake. Hard-eyes
moved. “Grab him!” he yelled at his partner. “We’re going to pistol
whip him till he talks loud and clear.”

Both men came at him and Lassiter buried his
head down behind his arms, took the first blow on the top of his
forearm protecting his head. But then, he threw himself backward to
land on the flat of his back on the bed. Using the added leverage
of the bedsprings, he shot out his feet as he went into a
cartwheel, catching the smaller man in the jaw with his heel.

He heard the man grunt in pain, saw him
stagger back as he turned head-over-heels in the cartwheel to land
on the other side of the bed. With a nasty grin, hard-eyes started
across the bed after him, figuring he had his man pinned in the
narrow space between the edge of the bed and the wall. Lassiter let
go with both feet on the bed and shoved hard.

The bed, on casters, scooted
across the floor. He saw the tall man teeter wildly to keep his
balance and then pitch forward as the bed rolled out from under
him. Lassiter clipped him alongside the jaw as he fell forward off
the bed. He streaked for the dresser. The other man tried to stop him. Lassiter
shot out a left and the man ducked away. It had slowed his sprint
for the dresser only a second but that second was
enough.

He heard the shot crash into the drawer of
the dresser as it passed his ear. He dived for the floor, coming
down alongside the dresser. He rolled under it, lifted and upset
it, tilting it sideways. His gunbelt slid from the top of it to the
floor as he used the muscles of his broad back to half-fling it
forward.

As it crashed over onto the floor, he was
already there, yanking the Colt .45 from its holster. Firing from
the floor, he got off one shot over the top of the upended dresser.
It caught hard-eyes full in the center of the chest. He flew
backward as though a horse had kicked him and lay in the
grotesqueness of death, half up against the edge of the wide
bed.

Lassiter’s Colt was already on the second
man, who was backing away, eyes wide in fear.

“Hold
it, mister,” he stammered. “I didn’t want this rough
stuff.”

“The
only reason I don’t blow your head off is because I want you to go
back to Kinder with your friend, there,” Lassiter croaked. “You
take him back and tell Kinder exactly what happened, understand?
You tell him exactly.”

“Yes,
sir,” the cowhand said, nervously. “I’ll do just that.”

Lassiter grunted but kept the
gun on the other man. He was reasonably sure the man would tell it
as it had happened. Fear makes most men honest, for a while,
anyway. He stood in the doorway and watched the cowhand drag his
dead partner down the hall and out the back stairs. Then he shut
the door, locked it again and moved the bed back into place. He
turned out the light, lay down and wondered if Kinder would be his next
visitor. What had gone wrong to make the man suspicious? He lay in
the dark and waited. When the night began to slip into morning, he
decided Kinder wasn’t going to show. He went to sleep. If Kinder
could wait, so could he.


Chapter Three

As Lassiter crossed the street, walking at an
angle toward the plate-glass window of the office glaring in the
morning sun, he thought of Amos Seward. He was an unlucky man. His
second life had been even shorter than his first.

He saw the girl inside with
Kinder, the same Levis, the same red shirt worn loose and the same
magnificent thrusting breasts beneath it. The shimmering gold hair
was the same, too. He walked in and waited, noting that the
girl’s eyes
held a new note of wary respect. Lassiter’s eyes were hard as twin
pieces of blue quartz. Kinder’s glance voiced unexpected
sadness.

“I’m
sorry about last night,” he said. “Really I am. I shouldn’t have
sent Frank. He’s always been an extremist.”

“Not
anymore,” Lassiter snorted.

Kinder nodded. He swiveled in
the chair and cast a glance at his daughter. The girl
hadn’t taken
her eyes off Lassiter, which made him smile, inwardly. If she
figured it would make him uncomfortable, she was wrong, dead wrong
he told himself.

“Ellen
and I were talking about last night,” Kinder said. “Maybe you and
I, we can work together the way Seward was going to work with me.
But you’ve got to tell me who you are first.”

“What
made you so damned sure I’m not Amos Seward?”

Kinder leaned back in his chair.

“Footprints,” he said. “Footprints. Life leaves them, my
friend, just the way you leave footprints in the dirt. Only life
leaves them in a man’s face, especially in his eyes. As a lawyer
and as a judge, I’ve tried men, defended them, prosecuted them.
I’ve listened to their stories, pardoned some and hung others and
they’re there, believe me, the footprints are there. You’re no
different from anyone else when it comes to that. Life leaves its
footprints on all of us. Bob Anderson knew the kind of a man I
wanted. Never would that man have in his eyes, and in his face,
what I see in yours.”

Lassiter coughed and sat down on
the edge of the desk. He shoved his hat back on his head. At least
he wasn’t a
lousy actor. The old coot was smart, a good judge of men. Lassiter
looked at Kinder and guessed he’d probably been one of the fairer
judges.

“What
happened to Seward?” the man asked. “Did you kill him?”

Lassiter told Kinder how the
Kiowas had jumped his man. He left out the fact that he had had to
then kill the Kiowas because of the Reverend
Herbert’s
passion for Christian duty. He always left out things that didn’t
concern the conversation at hand. Kinder listened and appeared to
buy his story of Seward’s death.

“Who are
you?” Kinder asked and Lassiter reflected a moment. This was a big
country and not every judge or sheriff knew everyone wanted. Yet with Wells Fargo still
putting his picture on their handouts, it was a chancy decision. He
decided to take it. What the hell, he’d be no worse off if Kinder
decided against him.

“Lassiter’s the name.”

“I’ve
heard of it,” the ex-judge said, his eyes narrowing slightly.
“You’re wanted, aren’t you?”

Lassiter shrugged.
“Everybody’s wanted
someplace by somebody. What counts is who wants, what for and
why.”

“I guess
that’s true enough,” Kinder agreed. He glanced up at his daughter.
Ellen answered his look without taking her eyes from
Lassiter.

“I stand
on what I said,” she commented. Lassiter met her, cool, assured
glance more boldly, now that he was no longer playing Amos Seward.
She was very beautiful, with finely molded lips, a short, pert
nose, a long, graceful neck and those mocking, provocative,
blue-fire eyes. He thought it would be fun to do something about
them, to change that cool, superior look into something else. Maybe
he’d get a chance to get into her pants.

“Lassiter,” Kinder was saying. “This puts me in a very bad
spot. What I needed Seward for begins tomorrow morning.”

“And
you’ve no one else but me,” Lassiter saw the anger flare in the
older man’s eyes.

“That’s
right and I don’t like it one damn bit,” he shot back. “Ellen,
here, thinks it’s a twist of luck. She feels you’re the type of man
I really need on this thing.”

It wasn’t a compliment, not even a
backhanded one, Lassiter knew, but he tossed the girl a grin. If
Ellen Kinder was pumping for him that was all he wanted, now. He
wasn’t about to cut her down to size. Not yet.

“Dammit,
Lassiter,” Kinder was going on, “I don’t think you’re honest or
reliable but maybe Ellen’s right. Maybe the only qualities needed
are a quick gun, no conscience and a willingness to work for easy
money. Now, you tried to pull a fast shuffle on me and it didn’t
work out. Maybe we can start all over again, properly.”

“We can
try,” Lassiter grumbled.

“Sit
down in that chair,” Kinder ordered. “You’re about to get a little
history lesson, Lassiter. I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of
Augustus Magee, have you?”

Lassiter leaned back in one of the
black-leather chairs. He had no objection to a history lesson, if
it would eventually make him some money.

“Augustus Magee led a revolution against the Spanish rule of
Texas in 1810 and in 1811,” Kinder said. “His plan was to make
Texas an independent republic. It wasn’t hard to get some men
together. He rounded up some Americans who wanted to get the
Spaniards out of Texas. He got himself some Mexicans who hated the
Spanish conquerors, some Indians who were willing to fight for
anybody who paid them and some Frenchmen from the Louisiana-Texas
frontier who’d had a long-running battle with the Spanish. He made
them into an army, somehow, and attacked, announcing he was
overthrowing the Spanish rule. The truth is, they did defeat the
Spanish in a couple of good battles, one at which he captured
Bexar.”

“But the
revolution never really made it,” Lassiter coughed.

“That’s
right. His men were finally defeated and Magee died. But before
that he had proclaimed Texas an independent country,” Kinder went
on. “Augustus Magee had laid careful plans for running his new
nation after winning the revolution. To do that, he stashed away
one hundred thousand dollars in silver to be used to pay salaries,
set up administration and run his new government until monies
started to come in.”

Lassiter’s mind, fast anyway, moved even
faster when he smelled money. The picture was coming in loud and
clear.

“Nobody’s ever found that silver,” Lassiter grunted. “And
now you think you know where it is.”

“Not
quite,” Kinder said. “But the government has gotten information
they feel might be accurate. They are sending Captain Horace Dodd
and six of his men to track down this information. However, and
this is the important part, certain claims have already been filed
for this money if found and recovered. Each person or organization
with a claim on file is being allowed to send a representative
along with the captain and his men.”

Lassiter cracked a smile that
didn’t have
enough warmth in it to heat up a bedbug. The picture was becoming
more intriguing every moment.

“What’s
your claim, Kinder?”

“I’m
Augustus Magee’s first cousin, his only living relative,” the man
said. “My claim is that the money should go to me and I’ll settle
any other legitimate claims on it. The government, being buried on
American soil, claims it’s theirs. The Mexican government is
sending a man because they claim that, since Magee was defeated and
they later took over Texas, it’s rightfully theirs as war booty.
The Eastern Bank of Commerce is sending a man because they lent
Magee a lot of that hundred thousand and claim they ought to get it
back.”

“This
makes a right interesting party,” Lassiter croaked. “Ten
altogether, counting the soldier boys.”

“Eleven
with Ellen,” Kinder said. Lassiter’s surprise was real.

“Ellen?”
he grimaced. “What is she goin’ for?”

“As my
legal representative, to sign a new claim form at the site of
discovery,” Kinder said.

“Then
what the hell am I goin’ for?” Lassiter barked.

Kinder got up, his face suddenly
clouded and angry, “Because I’ve been told that some sonofabitch is going to
try to take off with it. I’ve the strongest claim to that money and
I think the courts will give it to me. I don’t want it found after
all this waiting and then stolen out from under my
nose.”

Lassiter sat back. Now the whole
thing was clear. He couldn’t suppress a grin. “You just can’t trust anybody
anymore, can you?” he grunted.

“Word on
this has leaked out, obviously,” Kinder said. “My source is
absolutely reliable. Your job is to see that the money, if there,
is returned to the Army Post here at Wheelford.”

“If word
on this has leaked out,” Lassiter said in a cold voice, “what’s to
stop the smart boy from getting to it first and taking off with
it?”

“I said
word of the venture has leaked out,” Kinder corrected. “Not word of
the location. Captain Dodd is the only one who will know where the
silver is thought to be cached, and even he doesn’t know now. He
will open sealed orders two days out on the trail, read and
immediately burn. Then only he will know the location until it is
reached.”

Lassiter’s lips curled in a mocking smile.
“So whoever’s going to try for it is with the group,” he said.
“Cozy.”

He stood up. “When do we start?”

“Everyone is meeting at the post outside of town tomorrow at
nine,” Kinder said. “Why don’t you come out to the ranch with us
and spend the night there? It’ll be more comfortable.”

The girl’s voice cut in before he could
answer. “I’m sure a man of Mr. Lassiter’s tastes would find it more
to his liking to stay in town,” she said, sweetly acid. “He could
find more to amuse him there.”

She was backhanding him
again, he knew. She
thought he’d protest and bend backward to prove her
wrong.

“She’s
right,” he said. “I’ll see you at the post in the morning.” He
turned on his heel and strode out, catching the glint of surprised
anger in Ellen Kinder’s eyes. He hadn’t wanted to go to the Kinder
ranch for reasons Ellen’s blonde head wouldn’t be able to deal
with. He wanted to get the Appaloosa’s shoes taken care of. He was
fussy about his horse’s hoofs. A good horse can’t do its job with
poor shoes and this job promised rugged country. And he wanted to
sit quietly and set up some preliminary plans of his own. He sure
hadn’t wanted to tangle with Ellen Kinder before they started,
especially on her grounds. And they would have tangled had he gone
to the ranch. She’d have seen to it. She was taken with him, he
knew. It was in her eyes. But she was taken the way some men are
taken with a wild stallion. It’s a challenge to them. They have to
see if they can make it eat out of their hands and respond to their
reins. She’d try to find out. Only he knew she didn’t stand a
chance.

It was getting dark when
Lassiter got the Appaloosa back into the stable, scrubbed down and
freshly shod. He crossed to the saloon, sat down at a table and
ordered a bottle of good bourbon, the kind that goes down smoothly
and fans out in all directions. The same girls with the same
tiredly eager eyes paraded in front of him. He knew he could use a
woman tonight, but all he saw, every time he looked at one of the painted whores,
was Ellen Kinder’s cool, mocking eyes and her thrusting breasts
beneath the loose shirt. Goddamn her kind, he swore. The ones like
her were the worst. She was the kind that got in the way, that made
you burn up inside for her and nobody else. Lassiter wasn’t burning
yet, but he’d see to it that his thirst was quenched before it got
too bad. This job had a whole host of rewarding prospects in it One
of them, he swore, would be an extra bonus, a dividend with
wheat-blonde hair and breasts made to bury your face in.

He took the bottle up to his room and got
gloriously drunk all by his lonesome.


Chapter Four

They were all there, waiting, when he rode
up, Kinder earnestly talking to the Army captain. He broke off his
conversation as Lassiter appeared, his annoyance showing on his
face, and rode up to meet the big man.

“Dammit,
Lassiter, I said nine o’clock,” he hissed. Lassiter ignored him and
let his eyes sweep the waiting horsemen. Ellen, on the other side
of the captain, in riding britches and blue shirt, tucked in now,
sat a beautiful palomino. Her breasts, fully revealed by the
tautness of the shirt, were magnificent twin peaks, her eyes the
blue of a mountain lake in the morning sun. Lassiter’s head still
throbbed from the bourbon.

He’d been late on purpose. He had wanted to
be the last to arrive. He wanted everybody there so he could take
them all in at a glance. And he had never liked people coming up
behind him. Kinder handed him an envelope which he shoved into his
pocket. It would be the first half of the five hundred. There was
uncertain worry in Kinder’s eyes.

“I hope
I’ve done the right thing, taking you on for this, Lassiter,” the
white-haired man said.

“I hope
so, too,” Lassiter mumbled. He moved forward, nudging the Appaloosa
with his knees. Each man, except for the six soldiers, made his own
introduction. Captain Dodd, young, good-looking and sandy-haired,
was crisp, mannerly and all Army rulebook. Lassiter grimaced,
inwardly. The captain’s first act was a little speech.

“Welcome,” he said, putting on his best smile. “In the Army
we learn to make things clear at the outset. Right now I don’t know
any more than anyone else here about what we may be getting into on
this trip. I’ll be open to any advice or suggestions anyone cares
to make. But you’re guests of the Army on this trip and I am in
charge of this mission. Is that clearly understood and agreeable
with everyone? Señor Montes?”

The captain smiled at the
Mexican agent, a lithe, dark man with a quick, dazzling smile,
wearing a flat-crowned, Mexican pablano on his head. His horse, a roan mare,
sported a bridle and saddle decorated with silver. The Mexican
agreed with a short bow from the saddle, a trick only a Mexican
could bring off.

“Mr.
Davis?” the captain smiled at the thickset man representing the
Eastern Bank. Davis nodded. Captain Dodd gave Ellen a big
smile.

“I know
I don’t need to ask you.” They obviously know each other, Lassiter
saw. How well? he wondered. Not well enough to suit the captain, he
concluded.

“And
you, Mr. Lassiter?” he heard Captain Dodd say.

“You’re
in charge,” Lassiter burped. “‘Less you mess up.”

The captain frowned.
“Just what does that
mean?”

“Just
what it says,” Lassiter hissed. Ellen Kinder moved forward at once.
“I suggest we get moving, Horace,” she smiled. The captain, willing
to seize the diversion she had supplied, broke off the exchange and
wheeled his horse around. They started out with the captain and
three of his men in the lead, three of the soldier boys bringing up
the rear. Lassiter found himself riding beside Davis who, though
acting for the Eastern Bank, was thoroughly Western and hired for
the job. A quiet man, happy to ride along with a minimum of
conversation, he hardly gave Lassiter a glance. The captain set a
course south, along the Madison River, and Ellen spent most of the
morning riding alongside him. Lassiter got a few words in with
Señor Montes who was cheerfully talkative. He also slowed down to
ride abreast of the three troopers bringing up the rear. They were
all young, stiff-backed. Lassiter knew he’d have damned little
chance of picking out the right man until he made his move. He
didn’t discount the troopers. Among them was an ideal spot to hide
a man paid to pull a job like this. Even the captain was suspect.
Lassiter had seen too many shiny apples hide a worm. It was midday
when they paused to water the horses, and Ellen Kinder rode up
alongside him.

He glanced down at her, letting his eyes
linger on the bouncing rhythm of her breasts. She watched him, a
faint smile playing around her lips.

“Seen
enough?” she asked when he looked away.

“For
now,” he grunted. “You and the captain old friends?”

“He’s
taken me to a number of the Post dances since I’ve been
back.”

“Back
from where?”

“From
the East, finishing school.”

Lassiter lapsed into silence, except to
glance at the girl beside him and let his eyes make their unspoken
comments.

“Aren’t
you even going to thank me?” Ellen Kinder finally said, breaking
the silence, annoyance in her voice.

“For
what?”

“For
your being here. For your job,” she snapped. “I convinced Daddy to
take you on.”

“He did
what he thought was best under the circumstances.”

“He did
what I thought best,” she said, quickly. “Daddy thinks you’re mean,
hard and no-good.”

“What do
you think?”

“I don’t
know,” she admitted. “What should I think?”

“I think
you’d better listen to Daddy,” Lassiter growled. He heard her
laugh, a low, throaty laugh, a laugh with a lot of woman in
it.

“He told
Horace, that’s Captain Dodd, that if you tried anything with me to
shoot you dead.”

Lassiter felt her studying his face. She
could have gotten as much from studying a piece of shale. Finally
he looked over at her.

“You
telling me this so I won’t try anything?” he asked. “Or so I’ll be
careful when I do?”

He saw the blue flame leap into
her eyes and, lips tightening in a thin line of fury, she spurred
her horse forward. His grin widened. She’d be back. They both knew which of
his questions had been the right one.

It was mid-afternoon when they reached the
edge of the Kiowa strip across the river and Captain Dodd signaled
a halt.

“As you
know, my sealed orders are not to be opened for two days yet,” he
began. “Meanwhile, I’m to head southwest. We’ll save sixty miles by
cutting through Kiowa territory. I’m sure we’ll have no trouble.
Anyone have any objections?”

“Captain,” Lassiter called out. “The Kiowa killed a rider a
few days ago. I thought you’d like knowing.”

“Thank
you,” Captain Dodd said, crisply. “But a lone rider is always fair
game. We’re a fairly formidable party with seven military. I don’t
think we’ll be bothered.”

“I’d
favor the long way,” Lassiter drawled.

“Sixty
miles, maybe more, because the Kiowa jumped a lone rider?” the
captain answered, frowning. “I think we’ll be quite
safe.”

There was a murmur of agreement and Lassiter
shrugged. He started the Appaloosa into the river to show his
acceptance of the decision. He didn’t mention that he’d killed
three Kiowa and that they’d be out to avenge their brothers. He
didn’t tell the captain that seven army uniforms wouldn’t impress
the Kiowa one damn bit. He could have. But he didn’t. No sense
making himself unpopular.

Besides, maybe the Kiowa
wouldn’t do
anything. And if they did, they might simplify his job. They might
just eliminate the bad apple in the barrel. In any case, the fewer
there were when they reached the silver, the better he’d like it.
He shot a glance at Ellen Kinder as she took her palomino into the
river and saw her eyes watching him, narrowed, speculative,
mirroring an unspoken question. He knew she’d come out with it soon
enough and she did, later, when they made camp for the
night.

But first they met Bill Weemer, trapper.

They’d been into Kiowa land less than an
hour when the figure, in shaggy bearskin jacket and coonskin cap,
stepped from the tangle of hackberry bordering the narrow trail. An
unshaven, heavy-set man, pulling a shaggy cow pony behind him,
laden with packs and bags, he hailed Captain Dodd with a big,
booming voice.

“Weemer’s the name, Captain,” he said. “Bill Weemer,
trapper. I was starting to cross this territory but I got second
thoughts. Mind if I ride along with you, far as you go,
anyway?”

“We’re
going all the way across,” Captain Dodd said.

“Great,”
the trapper said, his eyes lighting. “There’s mighty good beaver
country on the other side. I’d be much obliged.”

“Glad to
take you through,” the captain said, showing the proper Army spirit
toward civilians. Lassiter spat. He didn’t like the looks of the
man, didn’t like his never still, darting eyes. But mostly, he
didn’t need one more body to watch. As Weemer mounted his cow pony,
sitting heavy in the saddle, Lassiter was already making plans.
When they halted to make camp for the night, not far into Kiowa
land, the trapper found Lassiter at his side.

“Here,
let me give you a hand,” the big man grunted, unbuckling the pack
from the cow pony. He was all apologies as the pack slipped from
his hands and spilled all over the ground. And he was down on his
hands and knees immediately, gathering everything back into the
pack at once.

“Sorry,”
he apologized again and turned back to his own horse and gear. No
one saw the extra hardness in his eyes as he walked away. After a
supper of tinned beef and sourdough biscuits, he drew his bedroll
back farther from the circle of the camp. He leaned against the
broad trunk of black oak and watched Ellen Kinder approach,
carrying her bedroll, her slender waist and rounded hips
silhouetted against the dying fire. As she sat down nearby, the
firelight caught her hair with slivers of burnished
gold.

“Mind if
I bed down here, Lassiter?” she asked, flashing a dazzling smile at
him, the first real smile she’d ever tossed him. He shrugged
noncommittally.

“What
happened to the captain?”

“Horace
sleeps with his men,” she quipped.

“Good
for Horace.”

“Why did
you want to take the long way, Lassiter?” she asked as she rolled
out her blanket.

“I’m
afraid of Indians,” he belched.

“Don’t
you ever tell the truth?” She frowned at him, producing a comb and
running it through her hair. He ignored the question and watched
her, enjoying watching a gorgeous woman brush her hair. Ellen’s
breasts moved with the movement of her arm, pressing tight against
the blue shirt, then moving back, then tightening again. He watched
her and she brushed her hair longer than she needed to, knowing he
watched. Then, slipping under the blanket, she took off her shirt
and put it outside. He saw the whiteness of her bare shoulders and
arms as she sat up briefly to look across at him. Her smile, even
in the darkness of the nearly dead fire, was tantalizing,
mocking.

“Good
night, Lassiter,” she said. She turned on her side, her back to
him. He watched the curved shape of her for a few moments and felt
the hunger in his loins. But he put it aside by letting his eyes
slowly sweep the huddled, sleeping forms gathered in the
semicircle. He had waited for the captain to put out a sentry but
he hadn’t. In fact, the captain was asleep already, as were the
others. Lassiter decided not to make a thing of it. The Kiowas
would wait till they were deeper into Kiowa territory. But Lassiter
sure as hell would make a stink tomorrow night unless the captain
showed some sign of brains.

The captain was shaping up as a
nice, eager, bright-eyed standard Army issue, long on
rulebooks and
regulations, short on experience. Lassiter sat quietly, waiting,
and when he was certain everyone else was asleep, he got up,
soundlessly, moving on the balls of his feet. He approached the
sleeping figure of the trapper.

Carefully, he took a tin cup
left beside the fire and placed three small stones inside it, one
at a time. Then he put the cup at the edge of
Weemer’s
blanket where it wouldn’t fall if the man merely turned in his
sleep, only if he pulled at it to take it along. Lassiter moved
back to the black oak, a silent shadow, settled himself against the
trunk and went to sleep.

Night was far along its way when
Lassiter’s
eyes snapped open. The faint sound of stones clinking against tin
had wakened him and he sat unmoving in the dark. Back against tree
trunk, he was able to look out across the campsite without moving a
muscle.

He saw the trapper, Weemer, folding his
blanket and getting up to lay it over the back of the cow pony.
Then, as he watched, he saw the man creep stealthily from sleeping
figure to sleeping figure.

From the Mexican, Weemer took a
money pouch, cutting it deftly with a long-handled knife. He took
the Mexican’s
two silver-encrusted revolvers, too, putting everything into a
canvas bag he carried with him. He lifted Davis’s boots,
particularly good ones, beautifully ornamented.

Watching with grudging
admiration, Lassiter saw the man reach in and emerge with
Davis’s
billfold. It went into the sack with the rest. Weemer moved toward
the snoring figure of the captain, ignoring the
troopers.

Once again, with the practiced,
delicate touch of the professional, Weemer’s hand reached inside the captain’s
open jacket. It came out with a money purse and a square envelope.
When Weemer tossed them both into the sack and started for his cow
pony, Lassiter moved silently from the tree, melting into the
brush. He didn’t want to shoot and alert every Kiowa for
miles.

The knife he pulled from its
sheath at his belt was a Bowie and while a Bowie was good for just
about everything, it wasn’t a throwing knife. He circled quickly through
the underbrush, taking time only to be silent. Weemer wouldn’t be
galloping off but leading his horse silently away.

As the man came through the
brush, Lassiter moved in on him. Weemer, startled, tried to flee
but Lassiter was on him, the Bowie knife flashing through the air.
It sliced a piece out of the man’s ribcage and Weemer fell back into the
bushes.

As Lassiter moved in on him, he slashed
viciously with his own knife, a long-bladed hunting knife. On his
feet, the man circled, feinting, trying to find the spot to end the
battle with one, slashing blow. He wanted noise no more than
Lassiter. He wanted to kill this big obstacle and flee, quietly,
and so it was a battle fought with only the sound of harsh
breathing in the thickness of the oak forest.

Lassiter knew how to fight with his Bowie but
he was no professional knife fighter. Weemer had had more
experience at it, Lassiter quickly realized, as the man kept the
pressure on him by short, sharp slashes. some little more than
feints, others a lot more. The man fought the way his eyes moved,
quickly, with fast, darting notions.

Lassiter moved backward and he
saw Weemer gain confidence to move in with harder, broad slashes.
Lassiter continued going back and then, in startling swiftness, he
dropped low and came in under Weemer’s slashing blade. The Bowie flashed in an
upward arc, ending at the point under Weemer’s chin.

The man staggered back, a
torrent of red gushing from the sliced line of his throat, swayed
for a moment, and then fell dead. Lassiter cursed silently. It
wasn’t what
he had wanted. He had wanted to question the man but Weemer had
been too good with that knife.

And so, staring down at the
lifeless form of the man, Lassiter wondered what
he’d learned
and what he hadn’t learned. The man was a practiced sneak thief,
the kind who joined a wagon train en route and then robbed the
sleeping occupants and made off by night.

But had that been his object here? Had he
taken the sealed envelope only because it looked important and
might prove valuable? Or had he been sent to get the letter and
merely collected the rest from force of habit?

Lassiter picked up the sack and
went back to the camp, taking care to move as silently as when
he’d left.
Whatever the answer, he felt better with Weemer out of the way.
Eleven was better than twelve. And ten would be better than eleven.
He laid the sack alongside the oak tree and closed his eyes. Time
would tell whether Weemer had been the one or not. And he’d
continue to take nothing for granted. That was one sure way to lose
a lot of money.

And Lassiter
didn’t figure
to do that.


Chapter Five

It was the Mexican’s shouted
curse that woke Lassiter and in seconds the camp was bedlam.
Ellen sat up, the
blanket falling from her for a moment and Lassiter saw the soft
swell of her breasts before she clutched the cover to her. He let
them all race around for a few minutes. He particularly enjoyed the
look of numbed shock on the captain’s face as he felt for the
sealed orders and found them gone. Then he stood up.

“I think
you’ll all find what you’re looking for in here,” he said, tossing
the sack to the captain. The captain emptied the sack and snatched
the envelope, turning it over to see if the seal was broken. When
he found it intact, he closed his eyes and swallowed. He seemed
almost too relieved, Lassiter thought. But, he figured, maybe not.
He oughtn’t to let his naturally suspicious nature run away with
him. Losing sealed orders could make the Army shit peas.

Señor Montes was hefting his two
silver-handled guns and staring at Lassiter with new
respect.

“We owe
you a debt of gratitude, it appears, Señor Lassiter,” he
said. “Muchas
gracias.”

“He was
a phony trapper,” Lassiter said. “There are a lot of his kind
around, sneak-thieves, hit-and-run artists.”

“How did
you know he was no trapper?” the Mexican questioned.

“When I
dropped his pack,” Lassiter answered. “His traps were rusted. Even
his fishhooks were rusted. He didn’t even have any trading beads
with him. On top of that, the country beyond here is lousy beaver
country.”

“Much
obliged, Lassiter,” Captain Dodd said, having recovered both his
sealed orders and his voice with the right note of command in it.
Lassiter turned away and rolled up his gear. He had just finished
when Ellen appeared beside him.

“Do you
think he was the one?” she asked, her voice low. Lassiter let his
eyes linger on her early-morning freshness, the wheat-gold hair. “I
wouldn’t count on it,” was all he said. Ellen Kinder rode beside
him as they moved out, letting the big man watch the tantalizing
bounce of her full, deep breasts, the sensuous line of her body. He
watched but said nothing.

When they paused at midday, she lunched with
Captain Dodd but afterward she was back riding beside Lassiter, her
eyes the cool, mocking, tantalizing blue again.

He had eaten with four of the
troopers and learned that Corporal Swanson and Trooper Beaton were
at the end of their three-year hitch. Troopers Smith and Constant
were just beginning, which immediately made Swanson and Beaton
likelier suspects. A man at the end of his service hitch might be
game for a job such as this. He hadn’t gotten to the other two soldiers,
yet.

As the day wore on, with Ellen riding mostly
beside Lassiter, trying to get a light out of that flat, stony
glance that took in everything but revealed little, the big man
felt the tenseness creeping up on him.

He had spotted hoof tracks,
hooves without shoes, Kiowa ponies, plenty of them, soon after
lunch was finished. And now the captain was taking them across a
fairly cleared stretch down into a small hollow. From the ridge,
he’d seen a
small stream beyond the line of hawthorns. He’d also seen that the
little orange-yellow berries of the hawthorns on the ridge were
mostly on the ground, brushed from the leaves by horsemen that had
preceded them.

At the center of the hollow, in
a small clearing surrounded with a good growth of buckeye shrub,
the captain signaled a halt for the night. He waited for Captain
Horace Dodd to make some move toward setting out sentries. When he
didn’t,
Lassiter walked to where the captain was helping Ellen open a tin
of chipped beef.

“You’re
going to have unexpected company tonight ‘less you put out some
sentries,” he said. “And those Kiowa arrows can give you a powerful
case of indigestion.”

“Mr.
Lassiter, I haven’t seen a sign of an Indian,” the captain said,
his smile deprecating. Ellen wasn’t smiling as she watched
Lassiter’s eyes.

“I know
you haven’t, sonny,” Lassiter barked and saw the captain stiffen
instantly. “But I’ve seen all the signs. You’d better post some
sentries.”

“Now,
see here,” Captain Dodd began, but Ellen’s voice cut in. “Horace,”
she said. “Maybe we should listen to Mr. Lassiter.”

Lassiter strode away and picked
out a spot between two rocks where he could sleep with his back protected. He
set out his bedroll, went to the fire and served himself up some
food. He had just finished eating the beans and bacon and was
waiting for coffee to cool when Ellen came up to him.

“Horace
is going to put out a sentry,” she said.

“One
sentry?” Lassiter frowned.

“Look,
he’s compromised,” she answered. “He has his pride, too. One sentry
is better than none.”

“Not
much,” Lassiter grunted. “One sentry is like one tit on a cow. It
doesn’t do much good.” His eyes held the girl’s annoyed stare. “You
sleep here tonight,” he added, gesturing to a spot a few feet from
him. Ellen Kinder’s blue eyes turned cool and mocking
again.

“You’re
not afraid for me, are you?” she said. “I’m touched.”

“Don’t
be,” he croaked. “The only reason I want you here is because I want
the rest of my five hundred. I won’t get it if you get
killed.”

The cool laughter in her eyes
exploded in quick anger. “I’ll bed down wherever I want to,” she
snapped.

“Fine,”
Lassiter growled. “Just so long as it’s here.”

She stalked off, angry, to
involve herself in a conversation with Señor Montes. Lassiter prepared his
bedroll, lay down atop it and watched the captain’s sentry take up
a position on the far side of the camp, just beyond the perimeter.
Lassiter took his guns from their holsters and laid them across his
lap.

About a half-hour later Ellen
Kinder came back, carrying her bedroll. She put it down on the
ground, almost exactly where he’d said to put it. Once under the blanket, she
took her shirt off but this time she rolled over and looked across
at Lassiter. She let him watch the soft whiteness of her shoulders
and the round swell of her breasts. She was getting back at him, he
knew, using her weapons. She’d been using them from the first
moment they’d met. Only now she was getting bitchier about it.
Finally, her voice low, almost a whisper, with a plaintiveness in
it, came across the night wind to him.

“Don’t
you ever say anything nice, Lassiter?” she asked.

“No,” he
said. “Go to sleep.”

He watched her turn over and
crawl down into the blanket’s warmth and he wished to hell he was in there
with her. The night had brought a chill wind that brushed his face
soothingly and sleep swept over him as it did the others. But with
Lassiter, sleep was different than it was with most men. He slept
like the creatures of the wild, ever alert to the faintest sound,
with a kind of separate sense always attuned to danger. A quarter
moon was high in the sky when he felt himself come awake, felt the
tenseness in his body that signaled danger.

His hands were already holding
his guns beneath the blanket. Asleep, he’d heard a noise, some kind of noise
that had wakened him and now, listening, he heard the hard sound of
a mockingbird, once, then twice, then a third time. There was a
rustle of brush from the buckeye shrubs on the far side of
camp.

Lassiter looked to see the
sentry. He wasn’t there, not where he’d taken up his position. Lassiter’s
eyes swept the campsite for the sentry. He wasn’t anywhere. A twig
snapped in the distance and Lassiter’s grim lips grew tighter. He
knew where the sentry was and he also knew there’d be no attack
that night. No further one, that was. They had come, struck and
retired. They had other plans they would make known soon enough. He
swore silently, under his breath. He closed his eyes and went back
to sleep.

He was awake but unmoving when the others
stretched and rose in the first, filtered sunlight of the morning.
Captain Dodd called out and then came forward, scanning the
area.

“Corporal Swanson,” he called, again. He frowned as he bent
down to the ground at the outer perimeter of the camp and brushed
his fingers along the grass. They came up red and wet. The others
were watching, silently.

“He’s
gone,” Lassiter said, his voice breaking the silence. Ellen had
slipped into her shirt and was standing beside him, looking up at
him.

“Kiowa?”
the captain said.

“No, a
jackrabbit,” Lassiter burped sarcastically. The captain’s eyes
wavered between anger and alarm with the alarm winning
out.

“Why
didn’t they attack the camp?” he asked. Lassiter shrugged. “Maybe
they wanted to get some answers from the corporal,” he said. “Maybe
they wanted to find out where we’re headed, or if there’s another
group following us. Maybe a lot of things.”

The captain stared at Lassiter, his eyes
mirroring confused, inner turmoil. He reached into his pocket and
drew out the square, sealed envelope.

“I’m
going to look at this,” he said, hoarsely. “We’ve been out long
enough for me to open them. If we’re in for more trouble with the
Kiowa I want to know where we’re headed.”

A trooper had started a fire for coffee and
as the captain broke the seal and took out the orders, Lassiter
shifted his eyes to the others. The Mexican was watching the
captain with intent eyes. Davis, looking somewhat less intent,
still watched closely. Trooper Beaton and Smith had their eyes on
the captain. The other soldiers were busy around the fire. Lassiter
saw Dodd read the orders with a frown of concentration, watched his
eyes flick up to the top and read them again, imprinting them on
his mind. Folding the piece of paper, he dropped it into the fire
and stood over it until it was ash blowing away in the morning
wind.

“There’s
a stream just beyond that line of trees,” he said. “We can all
stand a bit of soap and water, I imagine. You first,
Ellen.”

Lassiter turned and rolled up his gear as
Ellen paused nearby, took out a bar of soap and a towel and walked
into the trees at the right. The others were gathering around the
fire for coffee. Lassiter called out to the captain.

“I’m
going to check around for Kiowa tracks,” he said. He didn’t expect
any lip from Horace and he didn’t get any. The captain was still
pretty shaken about his sentry. Lassiter moved into the woods,
vanishing from sight almost instantly and then quickly reversed his
direction, skirting the clearing to come out along the line of
hawthorns shading the stream from view.

He moved through the trees,
silent as a puma, and the soft, cool sound of the spring grew
louder until it was there before him, a blue ribbon stretched
across the green earth. He knelt down and watched the girl, naked
except for white panties, as she dried herself. Long legs, willowy
and clean-lined, beautiful columns of whiteness, turned toward him
and she began to walk toward a log where she’d put her clothes.

He saw the magnificence of her
rose-tipped breasts, high and full and proud. They matched the self-assured,
defiant look of her eyes with an arrogance of their own, an almost
boastful beauty. She was more beautiful undressed than dressed, a
rare thing of itself, he had learned a long time back. He wanted to
burst forth and take her then and there, but there wasn’t time,
now. The others would be waiting for her to return.

He watched as she slipped on the
shirt and then sat on the log. He saw her stiffen, saw the terror
leap into her eyes, at the same instant that he heard the harsh,
rattling sound. His eyes found the snake almost at once, coiled
alongside the log, only a foot from the girl’s legs.

Lassiter moved from the trees, the Colt .45
in his hand, his eyes riveted on the big diamondback.

“You
just stay quiet,” he snarled to the girl. “Move and he’ll nail you.
He can’t miss from that distance.”

Lassiter saw that the snake,
coiled, ready to strike, was rattling its tail in anger. But it
would wait, poised that way, for some movement at which to strike.
Lassiter lined the snake’s head up in his sight and a small smile crossed
his face. There was no situation, no matter how bad, that couldn’t
be turned to one’s advantage with a little quick thinking. He shot
a glance at the girl. She was holding herself stiff on the log, a
position she couldn’t keep for long, he saw. Her fear-filled eyes
were on the big rattler.

“What
are you waiting for?” Lassiter heard her whisper, her voice tensed,
strained.

“I’ve
been thinking,” he said, calmly. “Before I do any shooting, we’re
going to make a deal. If I blast that snake, I want a reward. I
want what you’ve been waving under my nose ever since we
started.”

“For
God’s sake, Lassiter, not now,” the girl’s voice cracked, hoarsely.
Lassiter ignored her mounting terror.

“Now,
you want to and I want to,” he said, his voice quiet, calm, as if
they were sitting over a cup of coffee. “But I want you to admit it
and agree to it. I’ll pick the time and place.”

“Lassiter, shoot it for God’s sake,” Ellen Kinder cried out,
her voice growing shriller as the rattler continued its furious
warning noise. “This is no time to talk.”

“I think
it’s a perfect time,” Lassiter rumbled, grinning.

“Lassiter!” her voice was sharp, now, agonized. “I can’t
stay like this much longer.” Lassiter’s eyes flicked from the girl
to the rattler. She was about to lose her balance on the log, he
saw, her stiffened, cramped muscles about to give way. Pure terror
filled her eyes. She moved her foot a fraction and he saw the
rattler’s head move back and rise, a split-second away from
striking. Lassiter’s finger tightened on the trigger.

“I’m
waiting,” he said.

“Yes,”
Ellen Kinder gasped. Her hands slipped from the log, Lassiter fired
and the rattler started its strike, all in one instant. Lassiter
saw his shot catch the snake just back of the head, severing its
head from its body. He kicked the still thrashing body away with
his foot.

He walked over to the girl where
she lay at the end of the log, on the ground, her body trembling.
He lifted her up and she clung to him and the soft fullness of her
breasts pressed into his chest. Before she pulled away, her long,
tapered legs maddeningly exciting, he knew he’d have to find the time and the
place soon. He grinned at her as he watched her pull on her riding
britches. The fear gone from her eyes now, she looked at him with
an angry defiance.

“What if
I don’t stick to my word?” she said, boldly.

“You
will,” he answered. “You’re that kind.”

“Maybe
not,” Ellen said. “You forced me to agree.”

“No, I
didn’t,” Lassiter said. “You could’ve said no. Then it would’ve
been my play. You didn’t have the guts for that, honey.”

“I would
have had with anyone else but you,” she answered, her eyes wide,
unsmiling. “But there’s no telling with you. Nobody can figure what
you’ll do.”

“Nobody,” he snorted. “Not even me.”

She was dressed, now, and he
turned to start back. “But you said yes,” he added. “And don’t you
forget it.”

“Suppose
you can’t find a time or a place?” she asked, the cool, mocking
laughter in her eyes again.

“I’ll
find a way,” he answered. “I never disappoint a lady.”

He saw her hand come around in an arc and
caught her by the wrist. He grinned at the blazing anger in her
eyes and bent down to press his mouth against hers. He pressed her
lips open as she resisted and let his tongue find its way around
the soft, sweet recesses of her mouth. Slowly, he felt her lips
lose their hardness, felt her start to answer, and then he stepped
back. He yanked her hard by the wrist and she half-fell,
half-stumbled after him.

“Let’s
get back,” he said, gruffly. They were almost at the campsite when
he heard the heavy thud of horses and he ran forward to the edge of
the trees. Señor Montes, Davis and one of the troopers were
standing together and they turned as he and the girl ran out of the
woods.

“It’s
the captain, sir,” the trooper said, reading the question in
Lassiter’s eyes. “He took the other men and rode off to bring back
Corporal Swanson. We saw a Kiowa riding across the ridge, there. He
had Corporal Swanson, arms behind his back, riding another horse
behind him.”

“And the
captain’s racing off to the rescue,” Lassiter snorted, grimly.
“Everybody mount up. We’ve got to save his stupid hide. We need the
captain. He’s the only one who knows where the damn money
is!”

“But the
captain’s got four men with him, sir, and there was only one Kiowa
with the corporal,” the trooper started to protest. He stopped as
he saw the expression in Lassiter’s eyes.

“The
captain’s got steer shit for brains: there’s never only one Kiowa,”
Lassiter yelled. “Get your ass on a horse and stop
arguin’!”

He whirled, handed Ellen one of
his guns and saw her stick it into her belt. “I hope you know how to use it,”
he said. “If you don’t, you’re about to learn.”

“I can
use it,” she snapped. He spurred the Appaloosa hard and the horse
leaped forward. The trail circled to the right to meet the ridge
about a half-mile on. He saw the roan mare with Señor Montes on it
gallop past him to take the lead, silver-studded bridle flashing in
the sun. When they neared the end of the ridge they heard the
shots.

“Keep
going,” Lassiter yelled. “Charge in. Make them think we’re bringing
an army.”

As they rounded the last of the slow curve,
he saw two troopers firing from behind a boulder. His quick eyes
saw the flash of gunpowder from ahead, behind a fallen tree. That
would be the captain, nicely pinned down, he grunted to
himself.

A line of Kiowas was at the far edge of the
ridge, turning for another gallop back toward the captain and his
men. Lassiter headed the Appaloosa for them and brought his gun up.
The Mexican and Davis were flanking him, charging along with
him.

The Kiowa wheeled, turned aside
and started over the ridge, whooping and hollering. Lassiter
counted seven of them as they raced off on their pinto ponies,
their shouts echoing in the small hollow. Exuberant, in high
spirits, they weren’t running away. They were merely retiring and Lassiter
knew what that meant. He reined up and the others followed suit.
When he wheeled the Appaloosa around, the captain and two of the
troopers emerged. Lassiter rode up to Dodd—his eyes boring with
cold, deadly anger into the captain’s strained face—more angry for
what might have happened than what had.

“Don’t
bother,” he growled as Dodd started to explain. “I know what
happened. You got to the one leading Corporal Swanson and the
corporal suddenly turned out to have war paint under those clothes.
Then the others jumped you.”

The captain nodded, his lips a
tight line. Lassiter didn’t like flogging a dead horse but the captain was
neither dead nor a horse. Just goddamned stupid.

“It
didn’t seem funny to you that the Kiowa should parade across the
ridge with your corporal on display?” he sneered. “You took off
like a deer after a salt lick.”

Dodd didn’t answer and Lassiter pressed his
advantage. “You almost got yourself killed, Captain,” he said. “I
wouldn’t mind except you’re too important to us for that. As you’re
the only one who knows just where we’re going, you’re going to have
to do the lead-in’. But from now on, I’ll do the
thinkin’.”

Dodd frowned, started to gather
himself in protest, but it took some gathering and Lassiter
didn’t give
him any time.

“They
killed two of your men?” he asked. “Besides the corporal last
night?”

Dodd nodded.

Three altogether, Lassiter
counted silently. Three for the three Lassiter had slain. That was
why the Kiowa had drawn off as they had. They’d extracted their payment.
They’d be satisfied, for a while, at least. But he kept his
thoughts to himself. The others were still fearful of what the
Kiowas would do next. A small smile gathered unseen inside Lassiter
as a warming thought took shape in his mind. It was perfect, he
told himself. Neat and perfect.

“Where
are we supposed to go from here, Captain?” he demanded.

“To the
foothills of the Sangre de Christo range,” Dodd replied.

“Then we
can take the shortest way out of here,” Lassiter rumbled. “Straight
west, about a half-a-day’s ride. We split into three small groups.
We can make faster time that way and they won’t be looking for
three groups. We might even confuse them a little.”

Lassiter pointed to a narrow trail breaching
off past the edge of the ridge.

“Three
of you take that trail on the other side of the ridge and follow it
to the end. It comes out at an abandoned trading post just the
other side of Kiowa territory. Three of you follow the stream back
where we were camped. It cuts through some low hills and comes out
at just about the same spot. I’ll take the girl and go through the
center of the valley. By sundown we’ll be at the abandoned trading
post.”

Nobody voiced any objections and Lassiter
watched as it was decided that the captain and Davis and the
Mexican would follow the stream while the three remaining troopers
took the trail beyond the ridge. He waved them off, waited and then
turned to Ellen.

“Let’s
go, honey,” he said. “I don’t aim to waste time.” Something in his
voice, almost a note of triumph, made her start. But Lassiter’s
hard, lined face showed nothing and she swung her horse in behind
his as he headed down a narrow path between two big
hawthorns.


Chapter Six

Ellen Kinder had given up trying
to read the big man’s impassive face. He had lapsed into silence and she
amused herself by trying to analyze from his actions what she had
learned about him. She liked to think she was more coolly
analytical than most women who saw only what they wanted to see in
a man. Lassiter, she had concluded almost from their first meeting,
was hard and mean. But was he as hard and mean as her father and
Horace believed? Sometimes she was certain they were right, and yet
at other times she wasn’t at all sure. Lassiter was a funny one to
figure out and she wondered what it was about him that pulled so at
her. He wasn’t handsome, not in the usual sense. Was it his untamed
hardness she wondered? Like those who had preceded her, she refused
to look at the truth about herself, to recognize that something
about the man brought out a pure, animal hunger in her, the kind of
raw craving a nice girl wasn’t supposed to have. It was more
comfortable to explain her attraction to him on the basis of cool
amusement, or curiosity or even the good, decent sentiments of
affection.

And so Ellen Kinder contented herself with
wondering about the goodness beneath that hard-bitten exterior.
After all, he had been quick to map out the safest way for them all
to get out of this strip of Kiowa territory. And now he was relaxed
as a small boy at a picnic, whistling softly to himself as they
rode. It almost made her forget that a band of Indians was
searching for them.

Lassiter felt almost indecently
comfortable. He had over three hundred dollars in his pocket,
counting what he’d had to start with, fifty from the Reverend Herbert and
Kinder’s two hundred and fifty. And before him lay the prospect of
a nice, cool hundred thousand in ready-to-use silver. That he would
put in a six-gun claim for the silver had been decided the moment
the ex-judge had finished his history lesson. Of course he still
had to wrestle with the details of getting away with the booty.
That much in silver would take at least four chests or strongboxes,
maybe six. He’d have to give more thought to that problem, he told
himself. But he still had time to think about it. So far, things
had gone far better than he had expected. The Kiowa had reduced the
number of apples in the barrel to six, not counting himself and the
girl. That number might be reduced still further by the time they
reached the cache. Maybe the bad apple was already gone. In any
case, things were going well and he turned to look at the
wheat-gold hair riding alongside him and grinned. It was time to
collect that bonus he’d promised himself.

The afternoon sun had grown hot,
even through the filtering leaves and he trotted the Appaloosa down
a narrow incline that opened onto a small natural arbor,
an oasis of coolness
with a soft cushion of leaves underfoot. A small fountain of spring
water poured from a fissure in the side of a tall rock. He
dismounted and watched the girl as she swung from the saddle, the
deep, full sides of her breasts pulling tight against her shirt. He
was beside her when she turned, his eyes boring into
her.

“Lassiter,” she began, a frown darkening her eyes but his
lips were on hers, crushing, pressing, forcing her mouth open. She
managed to twist away.

“No, not
now,” she gasped. “Not here. I thought we were stopping to
rest.”

“Why not
here?” Lassiter asked, still holding her.

“With
Kiowa all over?”

“Forget
the Kiowa,” he said brusquely, feeling the softness of her
shoulders under his fingertips.

“I can’t
forget them,” she said, pulling away. He looked at her eyes,
uncertainty and fear mirrored in them.

“Forget
about them, I tell you,” he said, again. “You made a bargain,
remember?”

“I’ll
keep it,” she said. “But I can’t here, not knowing they’re out
there looking for us.”

Lassiter grunted. Hell, he
swore, silently. She’d be no damn good all tensed up like this. He’d have to
level with her.

“The
Kiowa aren’t looking for us,” he leveled her. She frowned at
him.

“Don’t
trick me, Lassiter,” she answered.

“I’m
not,” he said. “They killed three of us to pay back the three
Kiowas I killed a few days back.”

“You
never mentioned killing three Kiowas,” she said, suspicion in her
eyes.

“Must’ve
slipped my mind,” Lassiter grunted. “But I did and now that they’ve
evened the score they’re satisfied, for a while,
anyway.”

A conclusion was beginning to
gather in the back of Ellen Kinder’s mind and her frown deepened.

“Then
there was no need to split up,” she said. “We could have all ridden
on together.”

Lassiter’s grin was self-explanatory. “I told
you I’d find a place and a time,” he said. Her eyes held his and
she didn’t move as he unbuttoned her shirt, slowly, one button at a
time. Lassiter pulled the unbuttoned shirt loose and stepped back
to drink in her beauty. His hand reached out and cupped one full
breast, his thumb lightly moving across the pink tip. The girl’s
head was lifted backward and up, her eyes closed, and a quiver ran
through her body as his hand caressed the soft nipple. He closed
down harder on her breast and she gasped and seized his hand with
hers, pressing still harder. He lifted her, like a child, and laid
her down on the soft, leafy carpet. Her eyes opened and he saw in
them a terrible conflict, pure desire and a kind of raw fear
intermingled.

He put his mouth down to hers and her tongue
leaped forward, a hot, thrusting thing and as his hands covered her
breasts he felt her body arch upward for a brief instant and then
fall back onto the leaves. He held one hand over her breast, gently
moving it across the soft tips, feeling then come alive with a life
of their own.

She opened her eyes as he laid
aside his gunbelt and removed his clothes and he let her take in
the long, full-muscled hardness of his body. Her lips were
quivering, her mouth opened, waiting, when he slowly moved down
onto her again and now there was only feverish hunger in her
gorgeous body. She flung herself against him with a savagery that surprised
him and her cries came from deep down inside her body, wordless
pleadings of eternal woman, hungering to be taken and fighting that
hunger at the same time.

With Lassiter, with this big, hard man, she
wanted the primeval, the raw desire let loose that he had aroused
in her, that she had refused to admit. Only the body knew no
deceits and hers responded with the totality of its needs, wanting
only the completeness of flesh upon flesh, mouth upon mouth, limbs
interlocked with limbs.

She made love with Lassiter in a way she had
not believed herself capable, with a driving intensity she knew was
sparked by him. He brought her higher and higher, holding hard
against the wild thrashings of her body, until it seemed there was
no escape from the anguished ecstasy of it and she felt her hands
clawing against the leaves, digging deep into them with her
fingers. And then, when it seemed she would go mad with pleasure,
the world exploded and she heard her long, shuddering cry as if it
were in some distant place, far removed. She held there, in that
exploding world, until it vanished and she felt her body sink down,
limp, still throbbing with the echoes of ecstasy. She heard a wood
thrush burst into song overhead and she felt as though she were in
a cradle, warm and content and satisfied.

“I’ll be
goddamned,” Lassiter said, raising himself up on one elbow and
looking at the white, curving figure of the girl beside him. “I’ll
be goddamned.”

Either he was getting better or
this girl was something special, he told himself. Maybe it was a
little of both. He had known she’d wanted it but he had figured she would
want it in the self-constricted way of so many women of her
background. He ran his hand gently over the soft smoothness of her
skin and she opened her eyes.

He thought of the look of fear
mingled with desire he’d seen in them when he had begun to make love to
her and he wondered about it. But not for long. He didn’t like to
analyze and wonder. It diluted the pleasures of feeling and doing.
It complicated enjoyment.

Besides, he had his own ways of
understanding, ways that came not from thinking but from feeling,
from his own, extra-acute animal senses. And so he knew, in his own
way, that the fear in her eyes had not been of him, the man, but of
what he would show her of herself. Women were strange creatures, he
mused, idly. They always wanted to wrap things up to look prettier
than they really were, even their own emotions.

He stood up and let the girl look up at his
tall nakedness. She reached out and ran her hands up his legs, like
muscled trees, up to the thick thighs.

“It’s
time we got moving,” he said. She nodded and turned away to get her
clothes. They rode out of the little arbor wordlessly. There would
be a next time, she knew, and she was already wondering when it
would be and where and her body moved with the thought of
it.

Lassiter knew
there’d be
another time, too. He didn’t think about where or when. He just
knew it would be and that was enough for him. He was wondering
about the best way to move four chests of silver. That was the
difference between them.


Chapter Seven

The others were there waiting in the shadow
of the abandoned trading post as Lassiter rode up with Ellen. The
captain had regained some of his military composure and he greeted
Ellen warmly, ignoring Lassiter.

“Thank
God, you made it,” he said, riding up to take the reins of Ellen’s
horse. “We didn’t see one Indian.”

Lassiter looked at Ellen
Kinder’s eyes
and grinned to himself. In them he had seen that little pinpoint of
coldness which said that the captain was dead, yesterday’s hero. He
had been gunned down, without even having had a chance to
draw.

Lassiter looked at the set of the sun and saw
that they still had an hour, perhaps a little more, of riding
light. The others were all for making camp right there but Lassiter
was already riding off. Reluctantly, the others followed and he set
a driving pace, racing the onrushing shadows.

He felt itchy, restless, hungry for the sight
of silver.

He knew why. It always set in
after he’d
had a woman like Ellen. It made him realize how many more like her
he would be able to have if he but had the money to indulge
them.

Women like Ellen Kinder, women
with a taste for living, made demands and came expensive. They
weren’t to be
paid off with a few dollars. They gave more, exclusively, and
demanded more for it. In fact, as he’d long ago found out, they
went through money like a jackrabbit through a cabbage
patch.

But, and he smiled inwardly, a
hundred thousand in silver would last a long time, even with the
most expensive women in the West. And so they rode on till night
closed around them. By then they had crossed into New Mexico and
had reached the edge of the foothills of the Sangre de Christo
range. They camped
there and Lassiter exchanged unspoken words with the girl and was
happy to see the look of pure desire in her eyes. By the time he
found the next spot she’d be hotter than a six-gun after a
shoot-out.

They woke early, in the
gray-pink shadows of the rocky range, and got a quick start. The
lower foothills were green enough with lots of pinion pine and
Lassiter paused to watch a fast-moving river that cut from south to
north across the lower hills. He watched it disappear, winding its
way in a sharply curving line into the lower mountains. But as they
moved upward, the face of the land changed. It became hot and dry,
with rocks and more rocks. The Sangre de Christo range was a succession of huge boulders
and dry rock formations with narrow passages twisting through the
boulders, opening up from time to time in small, rock-strewn
clearings. Spindly wolf candle, desert juniper and cholla bordered
the passages, finding a foothold to grow in the crevices and cracks
of the rocks.

It was dry, hot and hard riding,
into ravines, small arroyos and then upward again, always upward while the sweat
trickled down inside a man’s clothes. Lassiter loosened his belt
and shirt to let his skin breathe. The sun, mercilessly hot, burned
into his eyes every time he glanced up at the wall of boulders that
rose up around them.

The only good thing was the way
the perspiration made Ellen’s shirt cling to her breasts, flattening itself
against them to outline every soft curve and sharp peak. Lassiter
saw Montes noticing it, too, and decided to pump the thin Mexican a
little.

Something told him that the
silver would be up here in these rocky hills, perhaps way up, but
here, nonetheless and he still had six men to wonder about. One of
them could be out for the silver on his own. He
didn’t count
himself, of course. Nor Ellen. She was the only one he could forget
about suspecting. He reined up alongside Montes and let the
Appaloosa fall into step beside the good-looking roan
mare.

“You a
regular government man down Mexico way?” he asked,
casually.

“No,
Señor,” Montes answered with a rueful smile. “I am what you call a
deputy and I do special work like this for the government but
mostly I try to run a small ranchero. Believe me, it is hard work when the land is dry
and the cattle are always thirsty.”

“Soil no
good for grazing, eh?” Lassiter offered.

“Not
enough rainfall,” Montes sighed. “It is not easy when the land will
not grow good grass because there is no rain.”

“I
reckon it’s not,” Lassiter grunted and silently thought that a
hundred thousand in silver could buy a helluva lot of irrigation. So Señor Montes couldn’t
be overlooked, not one damn bit. It also bothered Lassiter that the
thin, wiry Mexican with his flat-topped little pablano was so damned agreeable and willing
to go along with whatever was decided. Lassiter didn’t trust
anybody who was generally agreeable.

In Montes’ case, the agreeableness could be a
desire not to do anything to slow down getting to the silver. A
narrow defile let Lassiter drop back and ride behind the three
troopers that were left, troopers Smith, Beaton and Constant with
Beaton the only one of the three ending his service
hitch.

The passage widened and Lassiter
found Davis alongside. The quiet man, Davis, always watching,
saying very little, very much an unknown quantity. And of course
there was Captain Horace Dodd, a mixture of bravado and fear, of
efficiency and inexperience. Lassiter was too suspicious by nature
to eliminate anyone, but the captain had dropped back in the
suspect sweepstakes. The man wasn’t hard enough to pull off a double-cross
of that order, Lassiter felt. And yet, his very weakness could
cloak a desire to show the world what he could do on his own. And
so, as he rode on, Lassiter had to conclude that as yet he could
eliminate nobody. He was glad that the job had been made easier by
three, anyway.

The uphill progress was slow and they had to
stop frequently to rest the horses. He was standing beside the
Appaloosa, gazing up at the silent rocks rising up on all sides in
endless progression, when Ellen appeared beside him. Her
perspiration-soaked shirt revealing the twin points of her nipples,
she wore a pout and her eyes were restless, disturbed.

“You’ll
never find another place,” she said to him, her voice a hard
whisper. “Not up here in these miserable rocks. What a lousy place
to call a mountain. Rocks, mountain goats and kangaroo
rats.”

Lassiter grinned at the
girl. “It’ll
get worse as we go higher,” he said. “But the mountain isn’t
bothering you, honey. You’re just horny.”

Her blue eyes blazed at
once. “You’re
a bastard,” she hissed. Lassiter’s grin stayed. “Maybe,” he said.
“But I’m the bastard who can take care of what’s eatin’
you.”

“How can
you be so cool and calm?” she exploded. “Or maybe you didn’t get as
much out of it as I did. Is that it?”

“I got
my mind on all that silver, honey,” he said and instantly knew he’d
made a mistake as her eyes darkened and a frown began to gather on
her brow. “I mean I keep thinking that it’s my job to see that it
gets back to your Daddy,” he croaked, quickly.

He couldn’t tell whether his fast repair job
had been effective or not but he was angry as hell inside. He’d
have to be more careful. He’d made an error, perhaps one he’d been
able to set right quickly, but still an error and he hated to make
errors. One too many in this untamed land and you were dead. He
watched Ellen as she mounted her horse and hoped the dark
restlessness in her eyes was still only the reflection of seething
desire. “Dammit,” he swore aloud as he swung onto the Appaloosa and
rode on with the others.

Grimly, he rode on and his eyes
kept casting glances at the rocks, looming up on all sides,
honeycombed with narrow passages on all sides, every huge boulder
burning hot and throwing off the rays of the sun. His legs were
perspiring and his neck rubbed red by the collar of his shirt. He
knew he had grown more tense and uneasy after his error with Ellen,
but he had the distinct feeling that they were not alone in these
hills.

He strayed from the party to go up a small
passage and scan the area. He saw nothing and he returned to the
others, unsatisfied. There was nothing to be seen, and yet he felt
something or someone was near. That uncivilized, animal part of
him, so near the surface always, continued to send its signals out
and Lassiter kept his eyes roving across the narrow defiles and
passages that ran off in all directions from the main trail on
which they rode.

He was the first to see the rider atop the
small cut through the boulder above and to the right, peering down
at them like some avenging angel, stern of face, eyes piercing, and
wearing a long black frock coat. He carried a leather-covered book
in one hand.

“Peace,
friends,” the figure called out and the captain reined to a
halt.

“Christ,
almighty!” Lassiter croaked, not inappropriately, as the Reverend
Matthew Herbert guided his horse down the cut toward the little
group.

“Good
morning, friends,” the reverend sang out “May the blessings of the
Lord be with you.”

Lassiter saw the genuine
surprise in the reverend’s face as his eyes swept along the little group.
“Mr. Lassiter,” he exclaimed, “what an unexpected surprise. One
‘knowest not what a day may bring forth.’ Proverbs, Chapter twenty-seven, verse
one.”

Lassiter’s look of utter disgust was
monumental.

“What
the hell are you doing here?” he growled. The reverend smiled and,
while looking at Captain Dodd, took in everyone with his
answer.

“Riding
circuit through this land, bringing the good news of Our Lord to
those who haven’t heard,” he replied. “I’m Reverend Matthew
Herbert, Captain.”

“My
pleasure, Reverend,” the captain said, leaning out of his saddle to
grasp the reverend’s hand.

“There
ain’t nothin’ to convert up here but mountain goats,” Lassiter
said, coldly eyeing the preacher. “Though I guess if they stayed
still long enough you’d preach to them, too.”

“It’s
good to see friendly faces,” Reverend Herbert said, ignoring
Lassiter. “I was trying to find my way across these mountains of
stone. I am told that those on the other side thirst for the
message of the Good Book. I wonder if I might ride with you, or if
you could show me the way over these hills?”

“Our
pleasure, Reverend,” the captain said. “We’re headed right near the
main pass over the top. We’ll be happy to show you the
way.”

“Hold
it,” Lassiter growled. “This ain’t no guided tour,
sonny.”

Lassiter saw Captain Dodd
control his anger through prudence or cowardice, he
wasn’t sure
which. “A few miles out of our way won’t make any difference,” the
captain said. “And no one else is objecting. Have you no plain,
ordinary good will and Christian decency?”

“I guess
not,” Lassiter grunted, his voice dangerous, cold. He looked at the
reverend and saw him with hand raised, a smile of understanding on
his lips, the man of the cloth, forgiving, compassionate. Lassiter
spat.

“I
understand Mr. Lassiter,” Reverend Herbert intoned. “We have
discussed the subject of Christian responsibility before. It is a
burden. It is always easier to turn away than to do good. That is
why so many of us fear that burden.”

Lassiter felt his temper rising
close to the explosion point. Only Ellen’s voice, cutting in, checked his
impulse to let the sanctimonious windbag stare down the barrel of
his Colt.

“I can’t
see anything wrong with having the reverend ride along with us,”
she said. Lassiter fastened her with a withering stare and then he
heard another voice, low, calm but edged.

“I don’t
care what you all do just so long as we get moving,” the voice said
and Lassiter looked at the Eastern Bank man, Davis. A line of
impatience clouded the man’s brow.

“Thank
you, good friends,” Reverend Herbert said. “ ‘A man that hath
friends must show himself friendly.’ Book of Proverbs, Chapter eighteen, verse
twenty-four.”

“A man
can get screwed by his friends. Book of Lassiter,” the hard-eyed
man said, taking them all in in one stony glance. “I hope he
preaches your ass off,” he scowled, wheeling the Appaloosa around
to take up a position at the tail end of the group. The reverend
fell in beside the captain and they started off once more. Lassiter
dropped back farther, and then still farther. He could still hear
that flap-jawed bastard, he cursed silently.

Lassiter slowed the horse,
dropping back still farther, and he was suddenly aware that the
uneasy feeling of not being alone in these towering rocks
hadn’t gone
away with the appearance of the Reverend Herbert. He still felt it
and as the Appaloosa picked its way carefully along the narrow,
twisting paths, Lassiter squinted his eyes against the sun and
swept the silent, burning boulders. He saw a small path that made a
half-turn before rejoining the main passage and he spurred the
Appaloosa up it. The horse protested by moving forward with a
skittering, stone-spewing gallop and Lassiter reined-in
fast.

“All
right, you spotted sun fisher,” he growled at the horse. He rounded
the tip of the bend at a walk, thinking of how it was Davis who’d
voiced his anxiousness about moving on. One of them was his man, he
was sure. The Kiowa hadn’t eliminated the bad apple. He was still
in the barrel.

Lassiter was just starting down
the curve of the bend when the sudden, sharp flash caught his eye,
the glint of the sun on metal. He reined up beside a boulder where
a succession of flat, step like indentations ran up the side of the
stone. Pulling himself onto the lowest of the indentations from the
saddle, never touching the ground, he started to make his way up
the side of the tall, hot stone. He pulled himself upward,
grimacing with the pain of his hands against the sun-baked rock,
hot as a flapjack griddle. Reaching the top, he peered over and saw
the horsemen just ahead, spread out at the top of four narrow cuts
in the stones. He recognized them for what they were at once, a
band of Mexican cutthroats, bandidos, as they were called south of there.

Riding small, rugged Mexican
horses, carrying a cartridge belt, at least two or three guns,
knives, and some with a carbine slung over the shoulders, each was
a small arsenal of himself. He saw one, the nearest to him, short,
round, fat-faced under a sombrero, raise his hand and bring it down in a
chopping motion. As one, they raced down into the narrow cuts.
Lassiter yanked out his Colt and fired two shots in the air. It
wasn’t much but it would alert the others that trouble was on its
way. Then, moving like a centipede with hot feet, he scrambled down
the stone and into the saddle. He heard the sound of gunfire as
the banditos slammed into the captain and the others.

They’d have been bushwhacked good if he
hadn’t given them fifteen or twenty seconds warning, he knew. And
maybe they’d been hit just as hard anyway. He reined up at the edge
of the main path as he saw it widen into a small
arroyo.
He dismounted and
started forward on foot. The others would be in there, pinned down,
at best. They were shooting plenty. That was a good sign. They
hadn’t been taken completely by surprise, then.

He was moving through the
passage, a sharp bend in front of him, when the rider came
galloping around and almost ran him down. The Mexican, gun in hand,
got off two shots at the man on foot before him. Cursing, Lassiter
dived to the side and squeezed into a small crevice between two
boulders. The man had obviously been sent to find
who’d fired
off the warning shots, Lassiter knew, and he squeezed himself out
the other end of the crevice. He heard the slow sound of a horse
being walked carefully around the rock and he crept forward.
The bandito was moving around to block him into the small space between
the rocks where he waited.

Lassiter considered making a
dash out onto the man’s path and blasting him at the same time. If he did it
quickly enough, firing the minute his body left the shield of
rocks, it might work. But accuracy wouldn’t play much of a part.
Luck would play a bigger one and he chose not to gamble. He saw the
shadow of the rider appear on the boulder on the other
side.

The shadow showed a long, thin
object over the horse’s head. He had a carbine up and ready and Lassiter was
glad he hadn’t decided to gamble. He crouched, waiting. The Mexican
would move slowly, peering cautiously, rifle ready. But it would
take him a second to swing it around as he spotted his
quarry.

One second, and then that would
be it. There was no place to hide, no cover between the rocks where
he waited. But he had a whole second. He’d make the best of it. The shadow
edged nearer, and then the horseman was blotting out the sun, at
the opening between the rocks, swinging the rifle around to
fire.

Lassiter had both guns in his
hands. He fired them simultaneously and fell forward at the same
instant. He felt the carbine’s blast tear through his hair as he pitched
forward and then, before he could look up, he heard the heavy thud
of a body falling to the ground. The man lay there, two holes in
his head, one under the right cheekbone, one under the left.
Lassiter got up and ran forward at a brisk trot. The sound of
gunfire was still echoing from the little arroyo as he reached the
edge of it.

He saw the captain and Reverend
Herbert behind two rocks and started crawling toward them. He could
come up to them unseen by anyone else. Trooper Constant lay dead on
the ground, the others pinned down behind various rocks. The
banditos
were all on high
ground, in command of the arroyo and as he moved forward, he
suddenly heard one of them call out.

“Stop
the guns, amigos,” the bandito shouted. The man was talking from behind a
flat-topped rock directly opposite the captain and Reverend
Herbert. Lassiter crept to the two men who turned in a moment’s
fright as he came up.

“We have
the girl, you know, Señores,” the Mexican called. “Either you do
what we say or we will kill her.”

“That
so?” Lassiter whispered and the captain nodded.

“They
grabbed Ellen when they hit us the first time,” he said.

“Throw
down all your gunbelts,” the bandito leader called out. “And then, one by one, you will
walk out into the clearing.”

“There’s
nothing we can do,” the captain said, his voice strained. “These
mountain bandits are completely without scruples. I’ll go
first.”

“You
keep your ass right here or I’ll put a bullet up it,” Lassiter
hissed. “Do what they want and they can kill us all one by
one.”

“But you
can’t leave Ellen in their hands,” Captain Dodd protested. “I won’t
agree to it.”

“Shut
up,” Lassiter said, his voice ice. “If you go anywhere it’s out of
here with me.”

His mind raced. Were these bastards after the
captain? Could they be friends of Montes?

This could be
Montes’ move,
knowing he’d need outside help to get the silver away. Or were
these men thieving mountain banditos? If the captain was going to be noble, he couldn’t
drag him out of there, not with ten guns covering them. He’d
counted at least that many of the band. But they were
banditos,
whether they were
acting for Montes or on their own and he knew the breed.

They were, as the captain had
intimated, no-good bastards and they’d think nothing of killing the girl.
Maybe after playing with her a while. But they were also
scrounging, scrummy little rats, interested in survival above
everything else. They’d much prefer to be live cowards than dead
heroes. Lassiter spoke slowly and quietly to the two men behind the
rocks with him.

“You
keep your dumb hide right where it is, Captain,” he said. “I got me
an idea. And you, Reverend, this is your chance to use your big,
scripture-quoting mouth. You start talkin’ to that bastard up there
and don’t you stop till you here my voice. When I get him where I
want him, I’ll get him to have Ellen released. Then I’ll get the
rest of them to come out. After you’ve got her, kill every one of
the bastards. Now start talk-in’, Reverend.”

Lassiter moved backward,
crawling back the way he’d come. Once clear of the rocks, out of sight
behind the taller formations, he began to work his way carefully
around the outer edge of the ring of tall stone formations. He
could heard the reverend’s voice, booming out in the little arroyo
like the voice of a prophet.

“This is
the Reverend Matthew Herbert speaking,” Lassiter heard the
preacher’s voice. “I want to talk to you. I want you to listen to
me. I ask you not to hurt the girl. I have been asked to speak for
us all. The girl you hold is unimportant. There are more important
things close at hand to us all.”

There was a moment of silence and then
Lassiter heard the reverend go on.

“Evil is
never profitable,” he went on. “There are always those on hand
ready to strike down the wrongdoer, ready to strike at evil. Do not
pile evil on evil. Do not add to your sins. Recognize that you,
too, can be struck down by the forces of right.”

Lassiter moved past the midway
point of his long circular movement and he frowned as the
reverend’s
words drifted over the rocks to him. Old loose-lips didn’t make a
lot of sense even to him. Maybe he was leading up to a scriptural
message. But hell, that wouldn’t hold the bandito leader long. Why didn’t the damfool try to
strike a bargain, offer them something, anything, just to hold
their interest?

He was coming into position,
now, at the bottom of the rock where he figured the Mexican was
perched. He started up the narrow defile, pausing with every step
to make sure no small rock was loose beneath his feet to clatter
down noisily. This had to be absolutely silent. One sound and the
whole bit would blow wide open. He heard the
reverend’s
voice again and once again he frowned. The windbag continued to
spout Bible lessons.

“The
moment of judgment is near at hand, the Bible tells us,” Reverend
Herbert called out. “Your judgment may be closer than you think.”
Lassiter’s lips tightened. He wished the reverend would shut up
with that judgment-near-at-hand shit. And then he heard the
Mexican’s voice again, high-pitched, annoyed.

“Come
on, amigos,” the man said. “Enough talk. Tell your friends to start
moving out one by one, Señor Reverend.”

Lassiter crested over the top of small,
rounded rocks set together at the foot of the large boulder above
and beyond. He could see the bandit leader lying fiat, peering over
the level top of the boulder. The others must be holding the girl
with them, he saw.

“Apurese!” the bandito said. “Hurry up. We will kill the girl, I warn
you.”

Lassiter crawled upward,
silently, flattened against the rock, nearing the Mexican. He
inched his way along, painfully slowly lest he make a noise. He was
almost up to where the Mexican lay peering over the top of the rock
and he took out his Colt. He’d kept it in the holster, afraid a chance move
might knock the metal against the rock. But now he was almost at
the man’s boots.

“Don’t
move, amigo” he said in almost a whisper. “Don’t move or I’ll blast your
head off.”

He saw the man stiffen, start to
turn and stop. Now Lassiter was moving along on his legs, pulling
himself up over the man’s body. He pressed the cold barrel of the Colt
into the back of the bandito’s neck, right at the base of his skull.

“Now you
stay right there or it’s adios, vecino.” Lassiter growled. “I don’t expect I’ll miss at
this range, do you?”

The man said nothing but
Lassiter felt the tenseness of his pudgy body. He leaned over and,
with his left hand, took three guns from the bandito leader, two from his holsters and one
from his belt.

“Now you
call out to your boys,” Lassiter croaked. “Tell them you’re in sort
of a bad spot. Tell them either they make a bargain with us or
you’ll be very dead very quick.”

Lassiter shoved the gun harder
into the base of the man’s skull and let him hear the finality of the
hammer being drawn back.

“Hola!
Todo el mundo,” the Mexican shouted. “Escuche! Listen to me, all of you.”

Lassiter raised his voice and called down
over the top of the boulder.

“Now
we’re going to make us a little bargain,” he raged. “You hear me
down there? You got it, Captain? They’re going to let Ellen go.
Then they’ll walk down leading their horses. You take their guns.
When you have them all, we’ll let them go.”

He saw Captain Dodd and the
reverend stand up and then Davis and one of the troopers emerge
from beyond, and finally Montes and another trooper. He prodded the
Mexican with the point of the gun barrel. “Tell them to do just what I said,” he
hissed. “And make it fast.”

The bandit leader spoke quickly,
tensely and, as Lassiter had expected, happy to have something with
which to exchange his life. Watching over the level top of the
boulder, he saw Ellen stand up and come out from a cluster of rocks
to the left. She started down and once reaching the little arroyo,
ran over to where the captain and Reverend Herbert waited. Then,
one by one, the banditos began to emerge and walk down, leading their horses. As
they reached the arroyo, they began tossing their guns on the
ground. Lassiter grinned, grimly. They were figuring on scooping
them up again if they could he knew. Ordinarily, he’d have put a
stop to that but it didn’t matter. They were all at the end of the
line.

“All
right, down there,” Lassiter shouted. “Now!”

“Lassiter,” he heard the voice answer. It was the captain.
“We’re going to let them go. They kept their part of the bargain.
We’ll keep ours. You do the same with that man up
there.”

Lassiter knew he
wasn’t
hearing things. He felt his temper ballooning into raging fury as
he got up, took the gun from the bandito’s neck and replaced it with his foot. He
stood at the edge of the boulder and stared down into the arroyo.
The Mexicans were in a cluster, the captain, Reverend Herbert and
Ellen to one side.

“Do as I
told you to do you goddam fool,” he yelled down. But the captain
stood still, looking up, his face an echo of Reverend Herbert’s
righteous expression.

“A
bargain’s a bargain, Lassiter,” he shouted back. “I’m a man of my
word.”

“You’re
a stupid sonofabitch!” Lassiter yelled and the Colt in his hand
fired. Something, maybe the subconscious image of chests of silver,
kept him from sending the bullet through the captain’s skull.
Instead, he moved a fraction of an inch as his finger pressed the
trigger and the shot tore through the captain’s belt. He saw Horace
fall backward in surprise and terror and he angrily sent another
shot off that kicked up a geyser of rock chips a half-inch from the
captain’s head.

He watched as Horace scrambled
to his feet but he also saw that his shot had set everything into
motion. The banditos, leaping onto their horses on the run, were racing out and
through every passage and defile they could find. A few of them
managed to scoop up their guns, the others were content to just
flee. He felt the sudden movement under his foot and saw the pudgy
form of the bandit leader rolling down the stone, bouncing off
other rocks, letting himself go as fast as momentum would take
him.

Lassiter pegged a shot after the
rolling form and heard a scream of pain and a Spanish curse as the
man bounced
from sight at the end of the rock. Lassiter turned, the seething
fury still raging inside him, and looked down at the scene below.
The reverend was talking to the still shaken Captain Horace Dodd
while Davis, Montes and Troopers Beaton and Smith walked toward
them. He saw Beaton was wounded and holding his side.

Lassiter made his way down the
rock, cut through a crevice and emerged onto the arroyo. He headed
for the captain, murderous anger in his eyes. The captain,
bolstered by the righteous support of the Reverend Herbert, stood
his ground but his eyes didn’t match the defiance of his pose.

“You
have no honor, Lassiter,” he said. “No honor and no human decency,
not a shred of it.”

Lassiter’s hands shot out like twin lightning
bolts to seize the captain by the uniform.

“That’s
enough, Lassiter,” he heard the voice say and his eyes darted to
Davis. He saw the man had his gun trained on him. Still holding the
captain by the uniform, Lassiter’s eyes bored into the Eastern Bank
man.

“By the
time you squeeze that trigger I’ll have two, maybe three bullets in
your gut, Davis,” he said, his voice a low, deadly
thing.

“I don’t
want trouble, Lassiter,” Davis said. “I just want us to get on.
What’s done is done and it can’t be undone so there’s no use making
it worse.”

The voice of reason, Lassiter commented to
himself. Or the voice of someone getting very impatient as they
drew nearer to their goal.

“Lassiter,” Reverend Herbert said. “I insisted that the
captain keep our bargain. It was the only Christian thing to
do.”

“Wolves
don’t keep bargains and I don’t keep bargains with wolves,”
Lassiter growled. He pushed the captain away in disgust “What makes
you think they haven’t a camp in these hills and that they won’t be
back?”

He turned away in disgusted
anger but Reverend Herbert’s voice followed him. “The Good Book tells us
that we must be true to the path of righteousness,” the minister
began.

Lassiter swung around and caught
the reverend by the shirtfront. “The next piece of sweet-Jesus-talk you give
me,” he said, his voice tight, deadly, “you can figure to shake
hands with Gabriel yourself.”

He stepped back, turned on his
heel and walked over to where Ellen was swabbing
Beaton’s
wound with cloth from a medical kit she’d taken from her saddlebag.
Beaton’s eyes were brown and dark with anger and Lassiter saw that
the wound was more painful than serious.

“Dammit,” the soldier kept repeating. “Damn their hides.
“I’d like to string every one of ’em up by their
you-know-whats.”

Lassiter surmised his use of three words
instead of one was in deference to Ellen. But he studied the surly,
angry mood of the man.

“No need
to get so riled up about it, boy,” he said, casually. “You can ride
with that.”

“Ride,
that’s just about all,” Beaton shot back, sullenly.

“Were
you figurin’ on doin’ anything much more?” Lassiter asked,
casually, his eyes watching the trooper intently. Beaton’s lips
tightened. “I guess not,” he said. “I guess there won’t be much
more fightin’ to do.”

“I guess
not,” Lassiter snorted and walked away. Trooper Beaton seemed awful
upset at being slowed down by the wound. He’d be, too, Lassiter
told himself, if he figured on getting away with a hundred thousand
in silver. A man would need every bit of strength and speed he had.
Lassiter swung onto the Appaloosa which had found its own way into
the arroyo. He sat there while the captain and Trooper Smith dug a
shallow grave for Trooper Constant. “The Lord giveth and the Lord
taketh away,” the reverend murmured over the makeshift grave and
Ellen, watching Lassiter’s eyes, saw them remain stony and
impassive.

They started out with Lassiter
bringing up the rear again, only now there was one less and he
wondered, idly, why the banditos, if they’d only been banditos, hadn’t shot the captain, first, who’d been
riding right next to Trooper Constant. Maybe it was just one of
those things. And maybe not.

If they were tied in with
someone in the party, Davis or Montes or Beaton,
they’d surely
be back. He rode on in silence, catching Ellen’s troubled glance
every so often as they rounded a bend. They stopped when the night
wrapped itself around the steaming rocks of the Sangre de Christo
range, finding a
small clearing and each seeking a spot with as few small
backbreaking rocks as possible. Once the night came, the chill
mountain wind followed like a small boy tagging after his big
brother. The others were asleep quickly but Lassiter lay awake. It
always took him long to fall asleep, especially in open camp. His
ears picked up too many little sounds and had to sort them out in
his mind before he could rest. And so he was awake when Ellen came
over to him, shivering.

“Let me
get under the blanket with you,” she said, starting to get down
beside him.

“You
crazy?” Lassiter hissed.

“I’ll
get up before the others wake,” she said. “Please, Lassiter,” she
pleaded.

“You’re
out of your skull,” he complained. “You’ll only make it worse for
yourself.”

“No, I
won’t,” Ellen Kinder said. “I just want to lay next to you, to feel
you against me.”

“That
sure as hell is all it’ll be,” Lassiter growled. “I’m not startin’
things and have you end up hollering in pleasure and me getting a
bullet because of it.”

She came under the blanket and had her blouse
off in seconds, pressing her warm, firmly soft breasts into his
hands and breathing hard.

“Oh,
yes!” she gasped. “Oh, God, yes.”

This is plumb crazy, Lassiter
told himself, and he forced himself to lie still against her. He
knew he’d
have to find that time and place soon. Despite her desire, Ellen
knew it couldn’t work there and though she lay half-over Lassiter,
pressing herself against his lean hardness, she was content to do
no more. Perhaps not content, but willing to just lie with him.
Lassiter was grateful that it had been an exhausting day, for the
sheer physical fatigue that helped him to fall asleep. Before he
did so, he heard the girl’s voice murmuring in his ear.

“What if
they had said no bargain, Lassiter?” she asked. “What would you
have done?”

“It
didn’t come out that way so there’s no sense in thinking about it,”
he answered.

“But
suppose it had,” she persisted. “Would you have left me with
them?”

“That’s
somethin’ you’ll just never know,” he snorted. “No more’n you’ll
ever know about that rattlesnake.”


Chapter Eight

In the morning, Lassiter saw to it that Ellen
was out of his blanket with the first gray glimmer of dawn. The sun
came up quickly in these mountains, heating up the rocks before the
morning was hardly begun. They breakfasted quickly and Lassiter had
just mounted the Appaloosa when he heard the reverend’s sonorous
voice talking to the captain but taking them all in.

“In view
of yesterday, Captain, I’d feel a lot safer riding along with you
wherever you’re going,” the minister said. “Those poor souls have
yet to learn the way of righteousness.”

“I’d
insist, Reverend,” Captain Dodd said. “I, for one, welcome the
comfort of having a man of the cloth along.”

Lassiter’s patience with the captain was long
exhausted but he only grinned thinly and wheeled the Appaloosa
around. He wondered if the captain really knew what had kept him
alive this long. Ellen swung in beside him and she’d put on a thin,
lightweight cotton blouse, sleeveless, that rested delicately on
her full breasts. He thought of how they’d felt cupped in his hands
last night and grinned down at her. Her eyes, darkened and
brooding, returned the grin with an angry stare.

“All
right, so you were right about last night,” she said, her voice
low, husky. “It only made things worse.”

“Just
think about how much you’re going to enjoy next time,” he grinned.
“And shut up. I’ve got some important things to figure
out.”

He turned his mind from the
tantalizing creature riding alongside him and did a fast
spot-check on where
everybody was. Trooper Beaton was riding with the captain. Montes,
Davis and Trooper Smith were clustered together. Reverend Herbert
came up behind, alone, reading from his Bible as he rode. Lassiter
felt his skin itching and he watched the captain intently. The man
was scanning every cluster of boulders, now, frowning, pausing a
moment before riding on as he’d pass a particular spot. Time was
drawing near, Lassiter knew, and he realized that he’d been
thinking too much about who among them was going to be the one. He
had to give some thought to his own problem, namely how the hell to
move all those heavy chests of silver alone. More and more he began
to think that he’d have to ride herd on the stuff as they started
back and watch for a spot to make his move. But that plan didn’t
really sit too well as he gave it more thought. What if he didn’t
find a spot? Or what if they picked up more freeloaders on the way
back to complicate matters more? He discarded the idea and searched
for another. He shot a look at Ellen Kinder. What if he could
convince the girl that the only safe way to assure the silver
getting back to Daddy was for them to make off with it? She wanted
him bad, real bad, and a woman in that state wants to believe
anything a man tells her. But that would still be only the two of
them, he mused. Not enough, he decided, even if he could swing the
story with the girl.

The captain had crested a small
rise and was peering first to the left and then to the right He
waved his arm and headed down a side passage. Time was running out,
Lassiter suddenly realized. Ahead of them the main trail continued
on upward, rising sharply as the upper rocks of the range loomed
high. The logistics of the problem were beginning to loom as
towering and immobile as those dammed rocks.

He considered taking only the
contents of one trunk, emptied into half a dozen saddlebags. But he
rejected that, quickly. He’d be damned if he’d leave the best part of a
hundred thousand in silver. Then, as his mind tossed out one idea
after another, he suddenly had a thought that started to gather
itself slowly in the recesses of his mind. Magee had hidden the
silver to pick up some future day. Only his future day never came.
But Lassiter’s would, and a narrow grin began to form around his
lips. That was it, the only way he could do it. He’d tie up the members of the
party securely and take them off into a gully where they couldn’t
see. Then he’d take one chest at a time and hide it someplace else,
not too far away. When they worked themselves loose, maybe a day
later, they’d make it back to Kinder and the Army Post outside
Wheelford. They’d send out parties searching for a man moving large
chests or trunks. They’d figure he had made off with the silver and
was heading out with it. The one thing they wouldn’t figure was
that he’d stashed it away right close to where it had been hidden.
And he’d come back with extra saddlebags and move the stuff out
little by little.

Lassiter sat back in the saddle
and grinned. He felt much better. He’d worked out his plan. Now all he
had to do was stop whoever else had grand ideas. He felt he had
narrowed down his own thinking to either the very agreeable Señor
Morales or the surly, angry Trooper Beaton. He wasn’t overlooking
Davis, Trooper Smith or even Captain Dodd. He had just marked them
down as less likely. But he wouldn’t risk being wrong about them.
Until he knew for sure, they were in the picture all the way,
too.

The side passage had widened and it led
into a round, rocky clearing. At one side, four tall boulders, wide
at the base and tapering to narrow, pointed tops, stood in a wide
circle. Captain Dodd wheeled his horse in front of them, gazed up
at them and dismounted. Lassiter felt perspiration coating his
palms and it wasn’t just from the burning sun.

“We are here, gentlemen,”
Captain Dodd said. “What we’ve come for is supposed to be under one of
these four, tall stones. If you’ll all led a hand, we can find out
which one it is.”

Lassiter dismounted and, joining the others
at the first of the stones, put his shoulder against it. The tall,
tapered rock didn’t budge. Pushing in unison, they tried again, but
there was no hunt of movement from the rock.

“This sure as hell isn’t it,” Lassiter
muttered as they went to the second rock. The results were the same
there as the tall rock remained immobile. The third one told a
different story. As they pushed against it, Lassiter felt it yield.
They pushed again, but the rock refused to do more than
yield.

“We’re pushin’ against the base,” Davis
said, stepping back. “Saddle up and get your lariats over the top
of it.”

Lassiter mounted and with the others,
tossed his lariat over the tapered top of the stone. Slowly, the
horsemen began to move back as one, lariats twisted around their
saddle horns. Lassiter spurred the Appaloosa and felt the horse’s
powerful hind muscles go into action. The tall rock moved, leaned
and then, like an outlandish tree, it toppled, splitting into three
sections as it hit the hard, rocky ground.

Pulling his lariat free, Lassiter quickly
coiled it up, hung it back on the fork and swung to the ground with
hard-muscled, lithe ease. Captain Horace Dodd was already on the
ground, handing the reins of his horse to Trooper Smith and
hurrying to the wide, circular hole left by the tall stone. Señor
Montes was at the Captain’s side and, hanging back, Lassiter could
still see well enough into the hole. The top portion of a square,
metal-cornered chest was clearly visible.

“Mire! You have found it, Captain,” Montes exclaimed.
“Felicitaciones!” With the agreeable, helpful Señor Montes pulled at
one end, the captain pulled the chest out of the hole. Ellen had
come up to join the others and as they laid the chest carefully on
the ground, the captain peered down into the hole.

“There are more down there,” he said.
“About four, I’d guess.”

Montes was trying to open the chest but it
was tightly locked. He pulled out his gun and, though he didn’t see
it, Lassiter’s gun was in his hand in a split second. But Montes
only fired one shot, shattering the lock on the chest, then put
away his silver-handled revolver. The captain pulled the lid of the
chest open and an audible gasp came from the others. Silver coins,
thousands of them, glittered and glinted in the bright glaring
sun.

Lassiter felt his tongue travel
over his lips and he kept a small grin off his face. He hung back,
staying on the outside of the group, his eyes flicking from man to
man. The captain looked down at the chest of silver with wide,
almost unbelieving eyes, Ellen standing beside him. Montes had a
satisfied expression on his lean, olive-skinned face, the little
flat-topped pablano pushed back on his head. Lassiter’s eyes traveled to Davis
who looked down at the opened chest impassively, his lined face
revealing nothing. Trooper Beaton still wore his look of surly
anger as he stared down at the silver and Trooper Smith stood off
to the side. Lassiter let his eyes sweep the group again. Would the
move come, now, he wondered? His eyes darted to Montes again and
then over to Trooper Beaton, standing quietly but sullenly. His
eyes moved across the others again. Which of them would it be? But
no one made a move. They all seemed transfixed at the gleaming
contents of the chest. Lassiter let his eyes linger on the silver a
moment and the tight smile stayed inside. Only the slight narrowing
of his eyes revealed his thoughts. And then suddenly, as he still
looked down at the chest of silver, the voice cut through the
silence, cool, calm, businesslike.

“Nobody
move,” he said. “The first one to move will be shot.” Lassiter felt
the round, hard object pressed into his back and his guns being
lifted from their holsters. He shook his head in
disbelief.

“On your
knees on the ground, Mr. Lassiter,” the voice said and he felt
himself being shoved forward. He fell to his knees and half-turned
around to see the big Army Colt in the hands of the righteous-faced
man.

“I’ll be
a pig’s ass,” he muttered aloud. “The preacher man. The reverend,
himself.”

“Stay on
your knees, Mr. Lassiter,” the reverend said. “Though I’m certain
it’s a new position for you.”

“You
stinkin’, lyin’ sonofabitch,” Lassiter grunted. “You sure had me
fooled.” Lassiter’s head turned as the sound of horses thundered
into the clearing and the band of men galloped in, cartridge belts
across their chests, the first one short and pudgy, the
banditos.
Lassiter looked at
them and back to the reverend and shook his head again.

“My
signal was to be one shot,” Reverend Herbert said. “Señor Montes
was good enough to do it for me when he blew the lock from the
chest.”

Lassiter, on his knees, watched
the others dismount and begin to disarm the captain and the rest of
the group. His eyes, burning with a seething rage, returned to the
reverend. He wasn’t sure whether he was angriest at being taken at gunpoint
or at having been so completely fooled by the minister.

“You
two-faced, Jesus-spoutin’ fraud,” he growled at the Reverend
Herbert. “Hiding behind a preacher’s collar.”

“I hide
behind nothing, my dear Lassiter,” the reverend said. “I am a man
of the cloth. I am an ordained minister.”

“Then
you got some tall explaining to do to your boss,” Lassiter
commented, wryly.

“On the
contrary, Mr. Lassiter,” the reverend said. “ ‘There is a time for
every purpose and every work.’ “ Ecclesiastes, Chapter three, verse seventeen. But
you wouldn’t understand, anyway.”

“You’re
right about that,” Lassiter barked. “But I do understand a lot of
things, now.” He gazed around him at the banditos as they divided the guns they’d taken
amongst each other.

“Such
as, Mr. Lassiter?” the minister said, holding the big Colt on him
without a waver.

“Such as
all that talk when these bastards had you pinned down,” Lassiter
said. “When I was working my way around to get behind that
fat puerco, there, you were talking to him about more important things
being ‘close at hand’ and how he should recognize that he could be
‘struck down.’ You were trying to warn him only he was too goddamn
dumb to get it.”

The reverend’s smile was modest,
deprecating. “Unfortunately true,” he admitted.

“And I
see now why you insisted the captain keep his Christian word on his
bargain,” Lassiter added. He turned to see the pudgy Mexican
approaching. He noticed the man wore a makeshift bandage out of a
shirt around his waist. “Next time you get it first,” he growled at
the man. The Mexican slid the heavy cartridge belt from around his
chest and swung it. It caught Lassiter full in the face and knocked
him backward. The metal edges of the twin rows of cartridges
cracked his skin in a dozen little spots and he felt the tiny
trickles of blood appear. He got to one knee and wanted to charge
the porky little bastard but the reverend’s big Colt stared him in
the face.

“Let me
kill this one,” pudgy said, but Reverend Herbert looked sternly
righteous.

“No,” he
commanded. “You know I do not approve of killing unless it is
absolutely necessary. I am a man of the cloth, remember, a minister
of the Lord.”

“Shit
you are,” Lassiter hissed, still on one knee. “You’re a stinkin’,
double-dealin’ hypocritical bastard.” The reverend’s blow took
Lassiter by surprise in two ways, one the unexpectedness of it and
two the strength of it. Lassiter felt himself fly backward and hit
the ground and little whorls of blue and orange danced before his
eyes. He shook his head and they went away and he looked up at the
minister’s frowning, stern face. If, Lassiter thought, he could get
the man angry enough to come closer, if he could get his hands on
him, the picture could change suddenly. And he’d found a sore point
to press down on.

“Some
man of the cloth, you are, you bastard,” Lassiter snorted and
tensed his muscles, waiting for the minister to come at him again.
But with a moment of inner struggle, the reverend stepped
back.

“Did not
Jesus smite the moneylenders at the temple?”

Lassiter tried again.
“You know, you’re
such a liar I do believe you’ve even got yourself fooled.” But the
reverend had himself in control once more.

“You
wouldn’t understand, Lassiter,” he said, quietly. “None of you
would.” He turned to the pudgy ban-dido and motioned for two others with
carbines.

“Keep
him covered, all three of you,” he ordered. “Start tying up the
others, meanwhile. And is someone bringing the
packhorses?”

“Jose,”
the pudgy one affirmed. “He comes, now.”

Lassiter turned to see another
man enter the clearing from the pass, leading five packhorses, two with
center-fire rigs, three double-rigged. Lassiter’s eyes narrowed as
he watched the horses pass by. More of the banditos were lifting
out the rest of the chests and Lassiter saw there were five chests
in all, including the one that lay open. He watched as the reverend
closed that one and they started to load the packhorses. Lassiter’s
eyes roamed over the waiting horses once again and then back to the
reverend. He looked over to where the others were standing under
guard and he smiled thinly at the captain.

“How’s
it going, junior?” he asked. “Feeling comforted? It sure is good
having a man of the cloth along, isn’t it?”

The captain’s eyes were dull, dazed, still
shocked with disbelief. Lassiter’s were cold, deadly. That stupid
bastard of a captain was probably more to blame than anyone else,
he told himself. His eyes shifted as he heard Davis speak
up.

“You
better tie me good, Reverend,” the man growled. “If I get loose I’m
going after you.”

Reverend Herbert smiled benignly at all of
them.

“I shall
bear that in mind,” he said. “And should you get loose, I fear
you’ll have an arduous trip. We are going right up over the top of
the range. A most difficult route, I admit, but the shortest one to
the other side from here. In fact, I shall wave at you through that
break in the rock there as we crest the first rise.”

Lassiter’s eyes followed the reverend as he
pointed to a small separation between two boulders. He brought his
glance back to the packhorses being loaded with the chests and then
looked away, silently. The last chest was being tied onto the last
of the horses and the reverend spoke sharply, crisply, to his crew
of cutthroats, “Tie them up and tie them well,” he said “The girl,
first. Lassiter last.”

Lassiter watched two of
the banditos pull Ellen out of the group and start to bind her ankles
together and her wrists behind her back. They rubbed their hands
across her thrusting breasts at every chance.

“Stop
that and get on with your work,” the reverend said, sharply.
“Lust,” he added aloud. “It is always man’s downfall.”

Lassiter studied the Reverend
Herbert’s
stern, righteous face for a long moment. He had overlooked and
underestimated the man. He wouldn’t do it again. There were a lot
of things going on inside, he decided, things which turned the
minister from an object of ridicule to one of danger. He was more
than a thieving, hypocritical bastard. He was playing his own game
by his own rules and while Lassiter had met many men who did that,
the reverend was the first who gave himself the backing of the good
lord. It was, he decided, a deadly combination. But the reverend
was moving toward him, now. The others, each tied with their wrists
behind their backs and ankles together, lay on the ground in
complete helplessness. The reverend fastened Lassiter with a coldly
speculative eye.

“As Mr.
Lassiter is the most ingenious of this rather pedestrian lot, I
want him tied more securely,” the minister said. “And as he is the
most immoral and Godless of the lot, he shall receive the most
severe lesson.”

He turned and spoke quickly to
the banditos in good, colloquial Spanish and Lassiter felt his arms
seized and he was thrown to the ground. Lengths of lariat were
wrapped around each wrist and his arms were pulled upward and out. Then, the
ends of the ropes were wrapped tightly around the heavy pieces of
stone. They tied his ankles together like the others for good
measure and in a few moments he lay spread-eagled on the ground,
held securely in one spot by the weight of the heavy stones that
held his arms outstretched at the end of the ropes. He watched the
reverend mount up and saw the man wheel his steed around to look
down at him.

“May
this teach you to lead a better life, if you emerge from this
unharmed, Lassiter,” the minister said. “Our paths crossed quite by
accident, you know. When we first met I had no idea you were going
to take part in this.”

“Me
neither,” Lassiter grunted. Reverend Herbert shrugged and passed
off the remark.

“A
friend told me of this venture, naturally thinking he had no reason
not to confide in me,” the reverend went on. “I made my plans as I
went along. My first move was to take up a position outside
Wheelford and wait to see the captain and his men ride out. I was
frankly surprised to see so many in his party. But as I had to stay
very discreetly behind, I did not realize you were one of them
until we met here in these hills. Once I saw the captain heading up
into the Sangre de Christo I rode ahead, met my partners and concluded a
little arrangement for their assistance.”

“All
good holy work, you bastard,” Lassiter spat out.

“In its
own way, Lassiter,” the reverend said. “In its own way.” The
minister wheeled his horse, signaled to the others and fell in line
at the rear of the pack. Lassiter, able to turn his head though not
much else, watched the man ride out of the narrow passage. He sent
the reverend off with a string of curses that blistered the
boulders. A man of honor, the reverend waved at them through the
break in the rocks as they started up the steep, tortuous road over
the top of the range. But Lassiter’s eyes were narrowed again and
this time his curse was silent and savagely for himself.

“I’m
going to go after that man,” he heard Davis say. “If I can get
loose of these dammed ropes I’m going up after him.” Lassiter
watched as the Eastern Bank man rolled his body back and forth in
an effort to bring some slack into his bonds. But soon he lay
still, exhausted, his face beet red, sweat bathing his entire body.
And the sun blazed steadily down on them, fiercely,
remorselessly.

“I’d
laugh if I weren’t hogtied here with the rest of your damfool
hides,” Lassiter said, grimly. He wondered if the situation had
really dawned on the others, yet. They had a full day of the
relentless sun ahead of them. Apaches usually figured a man
couldn’t last a full day tied in the direct, blazing rays of the
sun. Some lasted a day and a half, some even two. But only a few, a
very few. And no one was apt to pass this way for weeks, maybe
months. So life hinged on whether they could get free of their
bonds, and quickly. Already he could feel the sun burning down upon
him, hot, dry, parching. He turned his head to watch Montes and
Trooper Smith start to inch themselves along the ground, more in
frustration than in anything else. They made a foot and soaked
themselves in sweat, using up invaluable body liquids. Lassiter,
spread-eagled on the ground, his face turned up to the sun, felt
the powerful, relentless rays of heat the most. But that was the
way the good reverend had planned it, he reminded himself,
savagely. By the time two hours had gone by, he felt his lips go
dry and his throat tighten. Some of the others rolled over and
changed position. It helped a little, but only a little. He heard
Ellen Kinder start to cry, a succession of low, helpless sobs.
Davis said nothing but Lassiter saw him using up his strength
trying to break his wrist ropes. Trooper Beaton kept turning his
body from side to side like a sausage in a frying pan. Montes
helped himself along by stringing together Spanish oaths at
everything he could think of, at himself for being there, at his
wife for urging him to take the job, at his ranch for being so dry.
Captain Horace Dodd just lay there, eyes wide, still not fully able
to believe what had happened. And the relentless sun blazed down on
them.

Lassiter felt his own throat
start to thicken and he tried to regulate his breathing to short,
shallow draughts. He heard Trooper Smith’s breath coming hard and his throat
making rasping sandpaper sounds. Beaton tried to struggle to his
feet, got as far as his knees and toppled over to lay still. Ellen
finally stopped sobbing but Lassiter knew that that dryness, the
baked heat that was now part of their bodies would begin to be a
thing of real pain soon. He put his head from side to side to keep
his closed eyes from the vengeful ferocity of the sun. Even so, he
kept seeing spots of red and purple swim before his closed eyes as
the sun burned through his lids. Trooper Smith was starting to gasp
and make small moaning sounds. He moved his body, inchworm fashion,
feebly trying to flee the burning rays. But there was no way to
flee and no place to flee. And the relentless sun blazed down on
them.

Lassiter tried to keep his mind
racing on thoughts of how to get free. He’d discarded the idea of
strength or force. They’d done too good a job for that. He let his
mind go onto any and all flights of fancy that raced through it,
anything to keep his thoughts off the burning rays that brought
death as well as life. Lassiter felt his clothes were now dry and
hot in themselves and his throat pained. Each swallow became a
moment of searing pain.

“How
long till dark?” he heard Ellen gasp. “How long? Can we make
it?”

“I don’t
know,” Lassiter said, hearing how strange and tight his own voice
sounded. And the hours ticked on and with each minute of each hour,
and each second of each minute, the merciless sun drew the liquid
from their bodies, slowly shriveling their tissues, bringing them
inexorably closer to complete dehydration and sunstroke and then,
eventually, death. Even opening his lids was now a painful effort,
but Lassiter forced them open as he heard a noise. He raised his
head an inch to see Davis, trying to squirm his way against a rock,
finally making it and laying there, totally exhausted. Then,
desperately, rubbing his wrists bonds against the rock, trying to
loosen them. But the rock was smooth and finally Davis fell over,
almost unconscious, breath coming from him in guttural gasps.
Lassiter, still husbanding every ounce of strength in his body,
heard Trooper Smith suddenly cry out, arch his body upward and then
roll over, unconscious. And the relentless sun blazed down upon
them.

He was beginning to feel sleepy
and he knew the danger of what that meant. The sun was getting to
his senses, burning them out, pulling him along toward
unconsciousness. He forced himself to open his eyes and looked
around. It hurt. It hurt his eyes and it hurt his
muscles. He was
feeling like a baked potato, burning up inside, dried up outside.
He looked for Ellen. She lay on her side, legs drawn up, bound
together, like a baby in its mother’s belly. He called to her, a
hoarse, strained sound and saw her move her head. The movement had
helped him fight the drowsiness a little and he tried to think of
the silver, of what he’d discovered for himself. But it was hard.
Thinking was hard. Concentrating was hard. Everything was
hard.

Then, at a noise, he looked up
again and saw Montes, more in angry frustration than in anything
else, twisting and turning his body, bouncing and inching himself
along the ground, only a few feet from where
Lassiter’s
right arm lay outstretched and bound to the heavy rock by the taut
length of rope. Montes, still cursing in a hoarse whisper, finally
fell onto his stomach and lay there, gasping, half-sobbing into the
dry ground, the toes of his boots dug into the soil. Lassiter’s
eyes watched the sharp rowels of his silver-studded spurs spin
mockingly and suddenly he felt himself frowning and then he felt
the skin of his face crack as the frown turned into a
grin.

“Montes!” He croaked out. “Montes. Do you hear me?” The
Mexican turned his head to look at the big man tied to the
ground.

“Get
those goddamn spurs over here,” Lassiter called to him. “Get them
against this rope running from my wrist.”

Montes looked over at him and
finally Lassiter saw the man’s frown change to a slow dawn of understanding.
It was followed by the hope that leaped into his eyes. Montes
turned on his back and started to inch his way across the ground to
the length of rope stretching from Lassiter to the rock. It was
hard, exhausting, but hope, the inner engine of all men everywhere,
had been turned on. Finally he reached the rope and, remaining on
his back, he brought the spurs down against the rope. Slowly, in
the face of the relentless, blazing sun, he began to move the sharp
points of the rowels against the rope.

“That’s
it,” Lassiter growled. “Keep it up, dammit Keep it up.”

It was slow, and though the
rowels were sharp, tearing at the strong lariat rope was hard.
Montes would bring his spurs down on the rope, mostly following
Lassiter’s
directions, unable to see himself, catch a sharp rowel on the rope
and tear it along the surface until he slipped off. Then he’d bring
both feet up again to start the exhausting process all over. As
much as he could, Lassiter moved the lariat against the rowels by
tightening the muscles of his powerful arm, then loosening, then
tightening again. But little by little, the rope began to shred,
first small bits and snips of it, then longer parings and finally a
tear opened in the rope, a fissure of deliverance. The others had
lain transfixed, watching if they could watch, the two troopers too
comatose to see or care. And finally, as the tear lengthened and
the rowels dug deeper, Lassiter put all the power of his huge
shoulder muscles into a tremendous sustained pull and the rope gave
way with a small, ripping noise. Montes rolled on his side,
exhausted. Lassiter lay still for a moment and only the blazing
sun, cheated of its victims, saw his cracked, dry lips form the
words, silently. “I’m going to get you, preacher man,” they said
without sound. “I’m going to put six bullets in your
scripture-quoting hide.”

He raised himself on one elbow
and stayed there, finding his strained, stretched muscles needed to restore
circulation before they would do his bidding. With numerous pauses
for breath in between, he untied his other wrist, then his ankles.
Crawling over to Montes on his hands and knees, he untied the
Mexican’s wrists and left him to finish the rest of the job
himself. The others came next, one by one, then finally, his legs
still cramped and weak, he helped Ellen to her feet and got her
over to his water canteen hanging from the Appaloosa’s saddle. His
hand shook as he unscrewed the top and handed it to the girl. He
pulled it roughly from her after she’d wet her lips.

“Easy,”
he said, “or you’ll bow out with convulsions.”

He let her wet her lips again
and then felt the cool trickle go down his own throat. Finally, his
throat able to talk again, he went over to the two troopers. The
captain and Davis were there already and they had poured water down
the men’s
throats. Beaton had come around and Smith was just doing the same.
Davis stood up.

“I
figure an hour to stretch and rest up and then we go after them,”
he said.

“Without
guns?” Ellen said. “That’s suicide.”

“All we
have to do is stay on their trail till we get down the other side
of the range,” Captain Dodd said. “Then I can get us
help.”

Montes was scanning the sun which had shifted
low in the sky.

“That
last part of the range across the top is real steep and slow, ‘specially with them
packhorses,” Davis mused aloud. “It’ll be the same for us but we can make better time.”

“How far do you think they
have gotten, Señor Lassiter?” Montes asked. Lassiter
shrugged.

“Maybe
just about to the top. They’ll camp there and head down in the
morning, I figure,” he said.

“Why
didn’t he just kill us?” Ellen asked, rubbing her throat with her
hands. Lassiter’s eyes were hard as the rocks around them as he
replied.

“That
wouldn’t be fitting for a man of the cloth,” he snorted, his voice
cold and deadly. “This way, if we got loose, or if we died, he
could tell himself it was the will of the Lord.”

Davis turned toward his
horse. “I’m
for starting after them right now,” he said. “We’ve got maybe two
hours before it gets dark.”

“I think
you should,” Lassiter croaked, turning away.

It was Ellen who caught the
remark instantly. “What do you mean we should, Lassiter?” she asked, coming over to
him.

The big man sat down on a small rock.

“I’m not
going on,” he said, letting a note of weariness color his voice.
“I’ve had it. I’m sick of the whole thing. I’ll just put it down to
one of those things that happen to a man.”

He looked up to see Ellen frowning at him,
her eyes boring into him. He put angry bitterness into his next
words.

“None of
this would’ve happened if that shithead in captain’s uniform had
listened to me in the first place,” he spat out. The captain said
nothing and Lassiter didn’t push it any farther. He got up and
shoved his hat back on his head. Ellen’s eyes were still watching
him with the cool appraisal they had in them when he first met
her.

“And
I’ll tell you all something else,” he growled. “I guess I’m just
disgusted in general. When a preacher man is a robbin’, thievin’
sidewinder then there’s nothing left to believe in. I just don’t
want any more of this whole bit. You all saw which way they headed.
You can get the silver back and have my ten percent. Give the
reverend my blessings.”

He turned away and walked over
to the Appaloosa. He sat down on a stone just under the
horse’s head.
He’d said enough. He didn’t want to put it on too thick since Ellen
was still staring at him, still trying to read him. He didn’t look
up and he heard the others start to mount. Only when they started
out the narrow passage, the way the reverend and his
banditos
had gone, did he
look up.

Ellen has bringing up the rear
and she looked back at him. In her eyes he read uncertainty, anger
and intense speculation. He nodded to her as she rounded the turn
and went out of sight. He stayed there until he saw the riders on
the rise through the break in the rocks and he waved a hand at
them. Then he got up, stretched, tightened the
Appaloosa’s
cinch, checked the horse’s feet for any imbedded stones and sipped
some more water. It was only when he could no longer hear the
sounds of their hoofs echoing in the mountains that he began to
laugh. He laughed long and loud and hard and in his laughter there
was the sound of vengeance. He swung up into the saddle, wheeled
the Appaloosa around and started down the mountain trails. A hard
grin creased his face. He was ,going to get himself a hundred
thousand dollars in silver. He had no guns, and he hadn’t figured
out how he’d do it, yet, but he was going to do it And a certain
hypocritical Jesus-talking reverend was going to know what it meant
to be chased by the hounds of hell.

Or by the meanest man in the West.


Chapter Nine

It was always tricky going
downhill on terrain that was strewn with small loose stones so he
let the Appaloosa set his own pace. The one thing he
didn’t want
was a broken leg, or even a twisted foreleg ankle. That would tear
things for good. He wasn’t concerned with catching up to the
reverend and his scummy friends. He’d catch up, all
right.

First, they
wouldn’t be
hurrying, he knew. They’d probably ride after dark until they
reached their campsite and then bed down, confidently, leisurely.
Lassiter looked up at the sky, now only reflecting the rays of the
sun that had already set, a blue-gray mantle closing over the
remaining splashes of yellow-orange. He had about a half-hour of
light left, he figured. He leaned back against the cantle as the
Appaloosa moved down a short, sharp stretch. His relaxed air was
real but it had no bearing on the angry determination that seethed
inside him. The ability to be relaxed but cold-steel-determined was
a characteristic of the man that had misled many people many times.
To Lassiter, being tensed up too long and too far ahead of time
robbed the body of its hair-trigger reflexes when you needed them.
And so he was sitting easy in the saddle in the last waning light
of the day, the Appaloosa moving in between two tall boulders, when
the shot rang out and he heard the whine of the bullet cut right
across in front of his face.

“Where
are you going, Lassiter?” the voice said, a cool, calm voice and
Lassiter, pulling back on the reins, quieted the horse and then
turned around. The girl sat in the saddle, her horse standing
quietly in a small crevice, and as she moved forward Lassiter saw
the .44 in her hand.

“What
the hell are you doing here, Ellen?” he growled. “Why aren’t you
back with the others following the reverend’s trail?”

She kept the gun on the big man as she slowly
walked her horse closer and her eyes were cool, narrowed, a tiny
frown of speculation wrinkling her smooth forehead.

“Because
I’ve gotten suspicious lately,” she said, grimly. “Maybe it’s being
around you, Lassiter.”

“What
are you talking about?” Lassiter spat.

“I’m
saying I didn’t believe that little act you put on about being
disgusted and disillusioned,” she answered, levelly. “Call it
suspicion. Call it woman’s intuition. Call it whatever you like but
all that sensitivity was a little too sudden for my
blood.”

Lassiter let a hurt look cross
his face. “You certainly are getting suspicious, honey,” he chided.
“I’m ashamed of you. Hell, you heard the reverend say which way he
was headed and you saw him start up to cross the top of the
range.”

“I saw
and I heard,” Ellen said. “And I saw you bow out and I think
there’s something phony about both.”

“Now
where do you think I’m going?” Lassiter saw the girl’s eyes stayed
coldly skeptical.

“I think
you’re going after that silver yourself,” she said. “And I’m going
with you. Somehow you don’t figure that the reverend is going up
over the top of the range and you decided to get cute.”

Ellen Kinder motioned with the
.44 and her face remained cool and controlled. “Now, you can either level with
me and we go together, or you don’t go at all,” she said. “You see,
Lassiter, a girl can learn a lot of things from a man like
you.”

Lassiter grinned.
“And we still got
another time and place to find, don’t we?” he said. Ellen Kinder
nodded.

“That,
too,” she answered. “Now do we go it together or don’t we go at
all?”

Lassiter’s eyes surveyed the girl and his
mind turned over quickly. She was, for all her hunger, a pretty
cool customer, and though he had no plans formed yet, chances were
he could sure as hell use all the help he could get. Hell, right
now he didn’t even have a gun. And lastly, when he had the silver
in his hands, she’d not be much of a problem, whatever he decided.
His face creased as a slow smile spread across it.

“You
win, honey,” he said. “You’re in. You can put that away. Where’d
you get it, anyway?”

“It was
in my saddlebag all the time,” Ellen said, putting the gun back
into the saddlebag. She walked her horse over to fall in step
beside the Appaloosa. “What made you decide that the reverend
wasn’t going up over the top of the range?”

“That
was all for our benefit in case we worked loose,” Lassiter said.
“And it worked right well for him, I’d say. The others are all off
chasin’ him up the range.”

“You
still didn’t tell me why you figured the reverend had another
idea.”

“I
noticed the rigs on those packhorses,” Lassiter said. “He’s not
going anywhere but down with them. To make it up that last part of
the range carrying those chests they’d need real pack saddles with
breeching and breast collar. Hell, only three of the horses were
even double-rigged, the other two were center-fire.”

Ellen Kinder looked at the big man riding
beside her and there was a cool smile on her lips but respect in
her eyes.

“My, but
you’re very observant,” she mocked. “And it pays off, doesn’t
it?”

“Everybody looks,” Lassiter grunted. “Only a few see.” The
darkness had descended and high overhead the sky was already
beginning to show off its sparkling jewelry.

“We’re
going on, I take it,” Ellen said and the big man nodded. “I figure
the reverend is on his way back down to that river I saw cutting
through the lower part of the range,” he answered. “That’d be the
easiest and fastest way to travel with those five boxes. He
probably has some kind of camp set up down there which he could
make a little past midnight. Then he’d wait till morning for his
next move. I aim to be waiting along with him.”

“What
happens when we catch up to them?” the girl frowned. “There are at
least ten of them, all armed. We have one gun.”

“I’ll
think about that on the way down,” Lassiter grinned. “By the way,
how’d you cut loose from the others?”

“I just
told them I’d decided I felt the way you did and was going back to
catch up to you.”

“Tell
me, honey, seeing as how you’ve gotten so smart and figured I was
cutting back to get that silver for myself, how do you figure to
stop me after I’ve got it?” Lassiter’s question was not entirely
idle speculation and Ellen Kinder knew it. Her glance at him was
thoughtful.

“I don’t
know,” she admitted. “Maybe by offering you more. Maybe by
appealing to your better nature. I just know that if I stand in
your way you won’t kill me.”

“How do
you know that?” Lassiter asked, his voice suddenly
sharp.

“I just
do,” she answered.

“Then
you got a problem,” he said, curtly.

“Why?”

“Because
I don’t know it,” he finished, grimly. They rode on in silence for
a long time.

At the bank of the
Acoma
River, a tributary
of the Pecos, running westward through the lower part of the
Sangre de
Christo mountains, the Reverend Matthew Herbert stretched out on
his blanket and smiled. Beside him, five chests filled with silver
sat solidly on the ground. In the morning, the little band of men
he had gathered to help him would get to work at sun up. By late
afternoon they would all be on their way downriver.

He smiled and hoped there was
humility in it. Things had gone well, despite a few bad moments.
With Lassiter involved, they could have gone very badly. It was a
sign that the good Lord looked with favor upon his
work. He gazed
across the small campsite along the riverbank. The others were all
asleep. They, of course, wanted only the shares he had promised
them. They had no vision. They were but hired hands. And he would
pay them as had been agreed.

But men being men, and subject
to base motives, he had made provisions for that by having the
chests chained together. Reverend Herbert’s smile broadened as he thought of
the others who, at this moment, were pulling their way up across
the top of the mountains to follow his path. Then, for a moment,
his face clouded.

He hadn’t liked leaving the others to the
mercy of the sun. Except for the man, Lassiter. He was evil in
spirit and needed punishment. The others, well, they were just
unfortunates caught in the path of historic forces, as so many
before them had been caught. It was really as simple as that. In
fact, as he thought back, it had all been so simple from the very
beginning. But then, weren’t all great thoughts essentially simple?
he asked himself. And that was why the others would never have
understood. They lacked knowledge, understanding, a concept of
history.

He settled down onto the blanket
and put his arms behind his head and thought of how, when
he’d first
been told of the venture to recover Magee’s treasury, he had merely
been amused. The person who’d told him had, of course, told him in
strictest confidence and the reverend recalled how the whole thing
sounded like a somewhat picaresque adventure.

And then he thought back to how
one hot afternoon as he was riding circuit, having just left the
poor souls of a scrubby little village, the Good Book under his
arm, it had come to him, almost as a vision sent from above. Of
course he had thought of the hundred thousand dollars in silver
buried someplace, possibly soon to be recovered, but only as an
idle thought. And then, he recalled as he lay under the stars—in
what must have been the way visions had come to the apostles—how
much good all that money would do in his hands. A simple thought, yet almost frighteningly
profound on second examination.

He remembered how he had felt a
sinful surge of excitement at the idea of having a hundred thousand
dollars in silver for his very own. But of course, he corrected
himself at once, it wouldn’t really be for his very own. It would be for his
work, for the work of the Lord. What would the others claiming it
do with it? he had asked himself. Use it for personal gain. Buy
more-land. Spend it on women and drink, perhaps. Or even let it
gather dust in some bank vault. Sin? There’s where the specter of
sin lay, not in the thoughts that were crossing his mind. Always a
man to face facts squarely, he told himself, he looked at the
possibilities of violence connected with getting the silver. And
right there was where his knowledge of history and his education
came to his aid.

The very pages of history pointed the path
for him. The actions of the Church, itself, answered his questions.
Throughout recorded history, the Church had found wealth for its
own works through methods that were frequently more than violent.
Had not the Church found wealth through the conquests and plunder
of other peoples, other cultures? Had not the Church used the gold
and riches of other peoples to spread the gospel still further? Had
not the Church long recognized the need to use practical methods to
bring the Good Book to the masses of waiting souls? Of course it
had, from the Crusades to the days of Cortez and Coronado.

And was there not violence then? And killing
and plundering? Of course there was, and the men of the cloth
deplored it, and could only atone by using the plunder to spread
the word. Reverend Herbert recalled how he had felt a glow of
righteousness. His was a new Church in a new land. It was not only
fitting, but no more than following in the footsteps of
history.

And so it was that his decision was made,
even to the knowledge that death, if it had to be involved, was not
without precedent. And of course, once the silver was his, he would
find a thriving community, one with a future, and erect a Church of
substance. And—as only fitting for someone who has brought a
windfall to the work of the Lord—he would deserve the few modest
privileges, the creature comforts it would bring him.

He closed his eyes.

He had to get some sleep.

It would be a busy day tomorrow.

His lips turned up in a small
smile once again, just before he dropped off to sleep, as he
thought of the others he had left high in the mountains. They would
feel the vengeance of the Lord or they’d be chasing up over the top of the
range. Either was fine with him.


Chapter Ten

Lassiter dismounted and waited a moment for
the girl to do the same. They were at the edge of the river-bank
and his nose sniffed the air. From downriver he detected the faint
odor of smoldering campfire in the air. It was now into the small
hours of the morning and he knew he was tired. Yet the excitement
of having caught up to his quarry had, for the moment, wiped away
his fatigue.

“They’re
down along the bank,” he said, quietly. “A hundred yards or so, I
figure.” Ellen was beside him, being very quiet. He wasn’t going to
make his move tonight, he knew. Not until he had found out exactly
how many there were and had a plan. And got himself some
rest.

“We’re
going over to the other side,” Lassiter said, starting to take off
his shirt. When he unbuttoned his trousers he felt the girl’s eyes
on him.

“I’m
putting everything into the saddlebag,” he said. “It might get a
little wet but it won’t be soaked. I’m not about to sleep in wet
clothes the rest of the night, even though it’s warm
here.”

Finally, pushing his clothes deep into the
saddlebag, he turned to the girl, naked, his body a tall, sinewy
column, an oak tree made of flesh and blood.

“Well, you coming?” he
asked impatiently, and refused to look away as she undressed.
Finally she too stood naked, gorgeously naked, her skin ghostly in
the night, like a wood nymph out of some fable. He reached a hand
out and pressed the jutting lift of her breast and she came to him at
once, pressing herself against him. He fought down the frantic
desire that gathered inside him to spiral up with instantaneous
need. It was hard to fight it down, damn hard, but he had to. He
stepped back and pushed her from him,. He knew if he touched her
again, if her skin met his again, there’d be no fighting down and
he would be lost. And probably a hundred thousand in
silver.

He turned away, took the
Appaloosa’s reins and started to move from the bank into the water.
Once in the water he let the horse go past him and then, grabbing
the animal’s tail, let it help pull him across the river. The current in
mid-river was strong and they finally wound up on the far bank not
more than fifty yards above where the reverend and his crew had
camped on the other side. He looked to see Ellen close behind and
he led the horse into the thickness of the forest.

His nose told him they were in a
pine forest, and his feet told him so, too, as they trod on the
thousands of soft pine needles that formed a natural carpet. He
went through a small clearing to a further one deep in the forest
and tied the horses there. Then he returned to the small thicket near the edge
of the trees lining the bank, carrying their clothes with
them.

Ellen sat down on the bed of
soft pine, her skin wet, glistening, her legs drawn up sideways,
beckoning by her very presence and, suddenly, there was no more
self-denial in him. He’d never realized how much protection clothes were
and now he stood before her, naked in more ways than one, his
self-resolve weakened by his own nakedness.

“Damned
little bitch,” he murmured as he fell down onto her and she turned
to receive him as the sunflower turns to the sun, unfolding,
opening itself, welcoming with a hunger of its own.

Just across the river some dozen
or so killers camped and a hundred thousand dollars in silver
waited. But her legs swept it all aside, the touch of her skin
obliterated all else, her lips drove all other hungers away and her
breasts made all other treasures disappear. Angrily, Lassiter
lowered himself upon her moist, white form and she rose up to greet
him with her womanness, responding to the pure animal senses this
hard, lean man of savage passions brought out in her. She rolled
against him, under him, pounded her fists against his shoulders,
and her body rose and fell beneath him. Her hands sought him,
pulled at him, her arms clasping and unclasping across his back
with frenzied movements, pushing at him and then pulling at him,
fighting and wanting all rolled into one. To Lassiter, once again,
this was a creature transformed and the transformation only spurred
on his own desires. He had ridden the rapids once, up near the
Canadian territory, where you were swept along too fast to help
yourself, where there was no stopping, where there was nothing to
do but go with it and be whirled and swirled and flung about. She was
like those rapids, this creature whose eyes could be so cool,
carrying a man along on the crests of her rushing, leaping abandon.
On the soft carpet of pine, he thrust himself at her with a
savagery that brought only gasps of pleasure and soft cries for
more. He gave more, and still more, till it seemed she would
explode in her mounting ecstasy.

To Ellen Kinder, deep in
her subconscious, she knew that there would never be another
man like this, another who could stir in her such pure, unbridled,
primitive passion. And also hidden in the deep corners of her mind,
she knew that there was little chance he would stay with her and so
he brought out not only her complete and total sensuality but an
added urgency to drink deep and fully of the wellsprings of the
body. The thirst he had brought out in her, a thirst she had not
really known was hers so completely and totally, would never be so
fully satisfied again, she knew. She had no choice but to indulge
in wild abandon, no choice at all. Her body gave her
none.

In the near blackness of the
thicket, Lassiter saw the ghostly beauty of her body suddenly grow
stiff and her eyes open wide. Ellen Kinder’s back arched and she hung suspended
under Lassiter while from the depths of her passion a tremendous
scream gathered. Lassiter clapped his big hand over her mouth and
muffled the scream, but it came out of her eyes and out of the
quivering, throbbing steel-wire tautness of her body. He moved now
again inside her and she buried her head against his chest and
moaned softly as he let her flutter down from the peak of peaks,
bringing her back to earth in the soft warmth of spent
desire.

“Stay
there,” she murmured to him. “Oh, please.” He lay over her,
exhausted himself, and closed his eyes with his face against her
breast. Before he dropped off to sleep, he muttered one word again.
“Goddam,” he said, and there was awe in his voice.

The throaty cry of a red-winged blackbird
woke Lassiter and the thicket was now a warm, dark green, lighted
by the morning sun that had to try hard to get past the foliage of
the forest. He looked at the still-sleeping girl, now lying beside
him, and he let his fingers lightly trace a line over the upturned
curve of her breast, so deep and full, down the cage of her ribs
and across the smooth convexity of her belly. He felt himself
stirring. She turned and reached out for him but he rolled aside
and grabbed his clothes. Protection, again. There was no time, now,
not until he found out the things he had to know. Ellen opened her
eyes and raised herself on one elbow just in time to see the big
man moving forward on his hands and knees toward the edge of the
thick trees and shrubs that almost went down to the river
itself.

Lassiter took up a position alongside the
trunk of a big oak and peered at the campsite diagonally across and
downriver from them. He saw the reverend, the Good Book in his
hand, moving to join his crew for coffee. He could even hear the
two-faced, sanctimonious bastard give out with a morning blessing.
He felt Ellen creeping up alongside him, dressed and her eyes wide
and worried.

He counted the men gathered
around the small fire and the coffee pot across the river. There
were twelve in all, including the reverend. He watched quietly as
the men finished their coffee and then started into the
woods. The reverend
sat down on top of one of the chests and read from the Good Book.
Soon Lassiter heard the sound of an axe, and then another, and the
sounds of trees being pulled down by many arms at the end of a
lariat. Ellen, he saw, was frowning.

“They’re
going to build themselves a raft, two, at least, I figure,” he
commented. “They seem to have a few small short-handled axes. When
they get their rafts put together, they’ll just sail on downriver,
using a pole or two for steering. I reckon this river cuts a long
way through this country and the reverend figures to be gone and
safe as a ‘coon in a hollow log by tomorrow night.”

“Lassiter,” Ellen said, her voice urgent. “Let’s face it.
This is more than you can handle. Let me go for help while you keep
an eye on them.”

The big man gave her a long, stony look.

“You’re
not going to make off with the silver yourself, anyway,” Ellen
Kinder said, meeting his stare calmly.

“Now
that’s something we don’t have to decide about yet, is it?”
Lassiter grinned, thinly. “Not until we get hold of it, first. No
sense in arguing about something we haven’t even got, is there,
now?”

“If
you’d give up the notion I could go get some help,” she snapped
back. “Then we’d have a chance to stop them.”

“You
just do as I say and we’ll get them,” Lassiter said and the girl
saw his eyes turn to stone again as he looked back across the
river. Some of the banditos were bringing back young trees and putting them down on the
bank while others started chopping and pulling the branches from
them.

“First,
I’m going to get us some guns, at least two for each of us,”
Lassiter said. “Then we’ll go downriver and set up a kind of
reception committee for the reverend and his friends.”

“They’ll
see you swimming across,” Ellen protested.

“Not
behind that big old log drifting down here,” Lassiter grunted,
nodding his head upstream. Ellen saw the rotted log slowly drifting
downriver toward them, about a quarter-ways from shore on their
side.

“You
just stay here and think about last night,” Lassiter grinned. “I’ll
be back.”

He inched forward on his belly,
moving from the protective covering of the trees which grew down to
the water’s
edge. Lying flat on the edge of the bank, he watched the old log as
it drifted nearer, gauging its speed and distance. Then, like an
alligator, he slid head-first into the river to disappear under the
surface. The water was warm, somewhat murky but he stayed close
under the surface and swam with short but powerful strokes, not
disturbing the surface. The girl lost sight of him and turned her
gaze to the log. As it came directly abreast of where she peered
from the trees, she saw Lassiter’s head surface tight against the
log. Hidden from view of the other bank by the log, he began to
move downriver with his cover, slowly edging it toward the far
bank. The log was in mid-river when he passed the camp. No one even
glanced up. Lassiter moved the log farther toward the bank as they
drifted downriver together. Finally, about a hundred yards below
the reverend’s camp, he came to rest against the bank with the log.
He pulled himself ashore, took a moment to pull the log partially
out of the water after him, and disappeared into the heavy shrubs
and thick woods, silent and stealthy as a muskrat.

He moved through the forest on
legs of steel springs, slipping through the trees, silent,
predatory, more animal than man, the hunter seeking a kill. He knew
he would have to strike silently and quickly.
There’d be no
time for mistakes, no second chances. The whole damned plan would
explode in failure if he failed to hit hard and fast. Silence, that
was the key factor. Suddenly he dropped down in a
crouch.

Figures moved ahead, two of
them, searching for the right-size trees. Without real forestry
equipment they had to pick out trees not too big to tear down and
chop with a small, short-handled axe and not too small to use as a
raft. The one
figure moved closer and Lassiter’s eyes glittered. The
bandito
had two guns on him,
he saw in grim satisfaction. The other man had wandered off on his
own, Lassiter saw, and he moved forward in a crouch, staying behind
the trees. Then, as the man turned and started to walk toward him,
Lassiter dropped to the ground and the Bowie knife came into his
hand. As the bandito came within range, the Bowie knife flashed upward in one,
sharp, savage arc, almost severing the man’s head from his body.
Lassiter caught him from behind and eased him to the ground. He put
the man’s two guns into his own holsters. His body snapped around,
crouched, ready to spring, as he heard the other one surprisingly
close at hand. He must have circled around, Lassiter
surmised.

“Miguel,
this one looks about right,” he heard the other one call. “Miguel?”
Lassiter crouched silently and heard the other’s footsteps
approaching. “Miguel, where are you?” the man called. Lassiter
answered with the Bowie knife, coming up from the side. The
bandito
heard his footstep,
turned and Lassiter thrust the knife into his belly, up to the
hilt. He clapped a hand over the man’s mouth at the same instant,
shutting off the groan of pain and lowering the Mexican, backward,
to the ground. He wiped off the Bowie on the man’s shirt. This one
also sported two guns and Lassiter stuck them in his
belt.

He moved quickly back into the
deep woods and made his way to where he’d left the log. Two down, ten to go,
he counted, silently. He could have stuck around and gotten one or
two more but he didn’t want to press his luck. These two would give
the reverend enough to wonder about. He found the log, slipped into
the water against it and let it drift downriver again, gently
moving it across the river to the other bank. There he made his way
back through the denseness of the woods to where Ellen waited.
There was relief in her eyes when she saw him. He grinned inwardly.
It was a good feeling to have a woman look at you that way. Good
and rare, it was. Maybe someday he could find it for all time.
Maybe.

“I was
afraid you wouldn’t be back,” she said, simply. He handed her two
of the guns. “Keep these,” he said. “You’re going to need them. How
are they coming with their rafts?”

“Pretty
good,” she said. “They’ll be crude, but they’ll do.”

“You
keep watching,” he said. “I’m going to the horses and bring back
the lariats.”

He stalked off into the woods
and the girl settled back against the tree to watch the activity
across the river. And there was indeed a sudden flurry as the
bodies of Miguel and his friend were found. The reverend saw the
uneasiness, the sudden fear appear in the eyes of the
banditos.
Two of their band
had gone into the woods and were found dead, within feet of each
other. They were not afraid of death as such, these men. They were
not fearful or timid men. But they were afraid of the unknown. And
indeed, this strange, silent killing unnerved the minister,
too.

“Was
there bad blood between them?” he asked. “Do you think they got
into a sudden quarrel?”

The others shook their
heads. “Where
are the knives they used to kill each other, Señor Reverend?” one
man asked.

“A good
question, and I have no answer,” the reverend replied. In his mind
he thought of the silent savagery of the Indians. He didn’t know
this territory that well. It could be red man’s land.

“Post a
guard,” he said. “Three men. And let us hurry and finish the rafts.
I feel we should get away from here as quickly as possible.” He
felt inside his frock coat for the reassuring feel of the big Army
Colt. Sitting down again, he tried to continue his reading of the
Bible. The words were there as always but they didn’t seem to
comfort him as usual. He got up and closed the Good Book and his
eyes scanned the river-bank. Only the sudden flight of a wood
thrush disturbed the serenity of the scene. He looked at his crew.
They were working at a feverish pace, now, anxious to get away
fully as much as he. Even an ill wind bloweth some good, he said to
himself.

But the ill wind intended to
blow a helluva lot harder and with the girl in tow, Lassiter made
his way along the far side of the bank, working his way downriver.
A small bend put him out of sight of the camp and he moved from the slow going
of the woods to the open edge of the bank.

“I wish
you’d tell me what you’re planning,” Ellen panted after him.
“Especially since I’m going to be involved.”

“Everything in time,” Lassiter grunted. His eyes flicked
from side to side as they trotted along the bank. Suddenly he
stopped, so suddenly that Ellen ran into him. He was gazing at a
spot just ahead where the river narrowed and increased its current
for a quarter of a mile.

“Perfect,” he said, moving forward again. He halted at a
point exactly at the center of the narrowed stretch and tied one
end of the lariat to the base of a young tree. He turned to the
girl.

“You’re
going to stay in the brush behind this tree,” he said. “And I’m
going to swim the other end of this rope across the river. I’m
going to let it hang loose just under the surface of the water
until the right moment. When I snap it up tight, the reverend and
his friends will be coming downriver on their rafts. The reverend
will be on the last one.”

“How do
you know?”

“He’s
not about to get shot in the back,” Lassiter answered. “Now,
getting back to your part, when I snap this rope up tight, you
start shooting with both guns at those on the first raft. Don’t
worry about how many you get. Just keep firing into them. They’ll
be all in one spot and preoccupied. You keep sending bullets into
them. Make them think there’s a whole army of bushwhackers. I’ll be
doing the same thing.”

“What
about the second raft?”

Lassiter grinned.
“That’ll be my
problem. You just follow orders. And when you run out of bullets,
you take off downriver. Get away from here. Keep going as far as
you like. You can pick out a spot somewhere to wait for me. I’ll be
along in time. And if I’m not, well, you’ll know things just didn’t
work out right.”

Lassiter put the end of the lariat down
beside the tree, took off his gunbelt and yanked the girl to him.
He pressed his mouth hungrily over her lips.

“I
figure we’ve got about three hours before I go across the river,”
he said. “I can’t see letting them go to waste.”

His hand was inside her shirt,
cupping the soft warmness of her, bringing one deep and thrusting
breast out into the air. She brought out the other one and pressed
his head down to them. His lips found their soft points, felt them
come alive at once and as he caressed them with his tongue, he
unbuttoned her trousers and pulled them down. He moved his lips
down along her body, down her abdomen and her curved belly as she
stood still, eyes closed, her arms pressing his head into her and
then she let out a half-gasp, half-scream of ecstasy and he fell
back onto the grass with her and took her again, in every
conceivable way of wild passion. It was better than the other
times, wilder and more totally abandoned, though he would not have
believed it possible. Ellen’s long, lovely legs, clasping and unclasping
around him, turning and twisting about his body, rising and falling
in a rhythm of their own, were physical echoes of what she felt
inside herself— that this, now, was probably a final time, a last
time— no matter what happened. It was not something she could
admit, rationally, yet her body knew and responded accordingly. To
Lassiter, the impending air of death heightened his needs and
desires for the pleasures of the flesh. And so this time he took
her and spent her and left her with memories no time and no man
would ever erase.


Chapter Eleven

Reverend Matthew Herbert felt
better. He was on the raft, moving slowly downriver with the five
chests of silver and three men, one keeping the raft in midstream
with a steering pole. Ahead of him by some fifty
yards is was the
other raft, carrying the rest of the men, seven in all. They
clustered together in the center of the small raft. He was glad to
be on his way. The strange double killings back in the woods would
be one of those unresolved mysteries. He shifted his weight to peer
ahead. The raft had increased speed somewhat and he saw the river
narrowing ahead, forming a small bottleneck which forced the
current to run more swiftly. The first raft was already in it,
moving well down the middle.

On the right bank, beside a thin
sapling, the lean-faced man sat watching the first raft move down
into the narrowed section of the river. The two guns were lying on
the grass in front of him, ready to be scooped up. The men on the
raft were mostly standing, two in the rear were sitting. The crude,
makeshift collection of green logs moved faster, gathering speed. Suddenly
Lassiter yanked back on the rope in his hands. He pulled it back
with every ounce of his strength, and it snapped out of the water
and stretched taut, like a steel-wire, just as the front end of the
raft reached it. The logs slid under it and it hit into the men on
board. The first two tumbled head over heels over it. The ones
behind sprawled out in all directions. And then Ellen’s two guns
began to fire. Good girl, Lassiter grinned, as he saw the
banditos
on the raft start to
topple like so many toy soldiers. He took a twist of the rope
around the sapling, tied it and grabbed up the two guns to pour
more hot lead into the cluster of bodies aboard the first raft.
They were little more than lifeless carcasses, now, as the raft
continued to move downriver and the rope swept some of them into
the water. Ellen’s guns had stopped and he saw that he’d emptied
both of his. And, as he had expected, Reverend Herbert and the
three men on his raft were poling frantically toward shore. They’d
make it at a point about twenty yards ahead of where he was. He
tossed away the empty guns and started up the bank, staying inside
the line of trees, to meet the second raft. A sudden shot almost
tore his head off as the bullet slammed into the trunk of a
hawthorn a scant inch from his temple. He dived forward as the
second shot roared past him and then he saw the Mexican, gun in
hand, moving in at him. He had to have come from the first raft,
Lassiter knew, probably one who had had enough presence of mind to
dive into the water as the rope and the shots started slamming into
them. Lassiter tried dodging among the trees but the man came in
and let go another shot that tore the bark from a birch a half-inch
from Lassiter.

The man had a line on him, knew
where he just about was, and would surely get him if he kept up
trying to play tag with his six-gun. Lassiter leaped for the
protection of a thicker-trunked oak. The man fired again and
Lassiter felt the shot tear into his flesh, running a sharply
painful ridge across the small of his back. He let out a cry and
pitched forward to lie still. He heard the man come over, quickly,
and he lay as still as the dead. The bandito’s feet dug under his chest as he lay face
down and started to turn him over. As he rolled over at the end of
the man’s foot, he brought his arm around in a sharp arc to catch
the man at the back of his knee. The Mexican’s leg collapsed and he
went down but his shot blasted the hair on Lassiter’s forehead as
he jerked his head sideways. But now he had one hand on the man’s
gun arm and he smashed his elbow into the Mexican’s throat. The man
gagged and came down again on it, this time with all his weight. He
heard the man’s larynx shatter and the bandito’s body went limp. Lassiter got up, took
the man’s gun and ran on, cursing. The delay had given the reverend
and the other three time to land their raft. Lassiter ran through
the woods, now, unmindful of the noise his coming made. The others
would be out looking for him, anyway, or set up in a small triangle
to bring him down.

He reached the spot where
he’d
estimated they’d land, shifted direction slightly and came out
along the edge of the trees. He saw the Mexican moving toward him,
gun in hand. Lassiter kept coming and the Mexican, holding his own
fire, waiting for a no-miss shot, watched the big man move toward
him from tree to tree. Suddenly Lassiter moved into a clear spot
and fired. He heard the hollow click of the hammer on an empty
chamber. He swore. He should have checked the gun when he picked it
up. Now the Mexican allowed himself a moment to smile before he
pulled the trigger. It was an expensive luxury. Lassiter dived
forward, low, as the shot tore over his already creased back,
adding another in the opposite direction. His dive caught the man
at the ankles, upending him. Lassiter had the Bowie in his hand and
slashed out with it, bringing it down hard against the man’s gun
wrist. The severed artery spurted a fountain of blood and the man
rolled away at once. Lassiter was onto him and plunging the Bowie
through the back of his neck when the other two slammed into him.
He felt the blow of a revolver against his temple and he cleared
his head of the sudden wave of dizziness. He felt hands yanking him
around and he kicked out and up. He heard one voice cry out in pain
as he felt his boot strike the man’s groin. He grabbed an arm and
pulled it toward him instead of away. The bandito fell onto him, taken by surprise. Lassiter
rammed his knuckles into the man’s eyes and heard him cry out in
pain. He used his powerful shoulder muscles to roll over with the
Mexican and managed to take the kick from the other one on the side
of his face. The man fell onto him, wrapping his short but powerful
arms around Lassiter’s neck and pulling him off his
companion.

The other one, still holding his
eyes with his hand, managed to look through their tearing, painful
curtain and kick out. The blow caught Lassiter in the belly and he
winced in pain. He doubled over and the man’s grip around his neck loosened
slightly. Lassiter shoved back with his elbow, sinking it into the
man’s belly as he arched his back forward and plunged away from the
man. He kept going, head down, into the other one who was still
trying to make his eyes focus. The man staggered backward and
Lassiter brought the Bowie up in a sharp arc that ripped the man’s
groin upward almost to his navel.

Lassiter kept bowling forward,
taking the man with him as he pitched forward. On the ground, he
swung the man’s body over his as the other one got off three or four
shots. Lassiter felt them slam into the dead man’s body, his flesh
and blood shield, now more blood than flesh. And now it was his
turn to hear the click of a hammer on an empty chamber. He flung
the Mexican’s lifeless body to one side and jumped to his feet The
last one had sudden fear in his eyes as he saw Lassiter’s
blood-stained form rise up before him, saw the fury in the man’s
eyes. He threw the empty gun at Lassiter and turned to flee toward
the river bank. Lassiter was on him before he’d gone five paces,
his big hands closing around the Mexican’s neck. He squeezed,
slowly but irresistibly as the man pounded against him and tried to
tear away. Lassiter pressed harder, thinking of the heat of the sun
in the Sangre
de Christo mountains. The man’s eyes pleaded for mercy but he had
chosen poorly. Lassiter was not entirely without mercy. He just
didn’t find much use for it and this wasn’t one of the times. When
he opened his powerful hands the man’s body slumped to the ground.
Some would have said he’d never have the chance to ask for mercy
again. Lassiter grimly told himself he’d never have the chance to
hang someone out in the sun to dry again.

The big man stood still for a
moment, drew a long breath and stretched his muscles. His back was raw with
two bullet creases, his body sore and aching from blows and powder
burns. But as he walked toward the edge of the trees, he was
grinning. It was time to quote some from the book of Lassiter to
the Reverend Herbert.


Chapter Twelve

The Reverend Herbert had known, when that
rope suddenly snapped up in front of the lead raft, that Lassiter
was out there along the river bank someplace. Only a man with the
devious, untrustworthy, sinful mind of Lassiter could have seen
through his moves, he knew. But it was almost fitting, in a way,
for it would give him the chance to stamp out this menace once and
for all. He had turned the five chests up on end so that he sat
protected by a wall of silver. He had put the Good Book down and
had his big Army Colt in hand. Too often, the good must fight with
the methods of the evil.

His men had not returned, so he
knew that all he had to do was wait. Lassiter had to come to him.
The serpent had to come to Adam. He had left a little room between
each of the chests so he could peer through and shoot and now he
glanced anxiously out each one. Where is that damned spawn of
Satan, Reverend Matthew Herbert asked himself anxiously. He saw a
movement at the edge of the trees and he brought his
gun up. The tree
moved again and he fired, a good, accurate, righteous bullet. But
nothing happened. He waited some more, and then, at the other side,
another movement, this time a distinct sound in the grass beside a
pine. He fired, lower this time and waited for a groan or a gasp of
pain. But he heard nothing.

And then, a quick motion, a shadow behind the
foliage to the left. The reverend got off two fast shots and
waited. His brow was perspiring. His hands were unsteady.

“Lassiter,” he called out. “I am a forgiving man. Come
forward and repent and I shall let you share in our
riches.”

Lassiter’s voice answered. “Maybe we should
talk at that, reverend,” he said. “I’m coming out, over by the
jackpines at the right.”

The reverend raised the big Colt
and trained it on the jackpine bush. He saw it move. He
wouldn’t
wait. The man was no doubt fast as Satan with a gun. He fired once,
then once again and the bush stopped moving.

“I will
destroy the wicked of the land,” he said quietly to himself.
“Psalms,
Chapter one hundred
one, verse eight.”

In the woods, Lassiter put down the long
branch. He moved silently on his hands and knees away from the edge
of the trees.

“Lassiter?” the reverend called. He did not get up. He knew
the man for what he was, a clever, unscrupulous, killer, filled
with all the devious tricks of his trade. He would watch and wait
till he was certain. Good must always be on guard against evil. He
waited and watched, looking for a sign of movement, a noise. Only a
wood thrush winging up from the trees disturbed the silence. And
then, suddenly, almost as if he were hearing it from another world,
he heard his name called.

“Reverend, you no-good sonofabitch,” the voice said. “I’m
about to kill you.”

The Reverend Herbert whirled
around to see the man Lassiter standing there, dripping wet, his
long arms hanging loosely at his sides, like some creature dredged
from the depths of hell. His shirt stained with blood, his eyes the
eyes of the hounds of hell. Reverend Herbert shot the big Army Colt
at him, point blank, but it didn’t go off and he looked at it with
betrayal in his eyes.

“You
ought to learn to count better,” Lassiter said, grimly. He moved
forward, and he remembered the force of the preacher’s blow in the
mountains. It was good that he was prepared, for the reverend
leaped at him as though he’d been shot from a cannon. His hands, as
big as Lassiter’s, sought the lean man’s throat. But Lassiter was
wet from the river and the reverend’s hands slipped aside. Lassiter
brought a blow up that landed deep in the minister’s belly and sent
him staggering back doubled over. He moved in with a roundhouse
right but the reverend twisted away and leaped forward again, low,
grabbing Lassiter around the legs. Lassiter felt himself being
lifted and flung backward into the air. He landed hard on the back
of his neck. Had there been a rock there it would have been the
end, he knew. As it was, his head snapped and he saw a blue haze
moving across his eyes. The reverend’s blow came down like a
sledgehammer and Lassiter, turning his head out of reflex action,
took it on the side of the jaw. It drove him half a foot backward
along the bank. His head still veiled in blue clouds, he found his
feet and staggered up only to be met by a shattering blow on the
jaw.

He felt his teeth go up into his
gums, felt the blood start to pour from his mouth and then he was
falling backward, and cold water splashed into his face. He went
under for a moment and the shock of the water revived him. He felt
his head clear and he surfaced. The reverend’s powerful arms circled his neck,
choking, pulling him backward. He let himself go backward and then,
finding a moment’s solid footing, flung him-.self back and felt the
reverend’s feet go out from under him on the muddy bank.

Lassiter pulled free as the
minister’s
grip loosened for a moment. He leaped forward, up onto the bank and
whirled. The reverend was coming up after him. He measured and let
go with a smashing blow that caught the minister on the point of
the jaw. The man staggered backward and Lassiter leaped in with
another blow, this time a sharp, cracking left. The minister went
down on one knee in the water.

Lassiter brought a tremendous blow down in a
looping arc. It caught the man on the side of the jaw, turned him
halfway around and sent him sprawling into the river. He followed
out into the water as the reverend, gagging, choking as he
swallowed part of the river, tried to get up. Lassiter hit him
flush on the mouth and saw him catapult backward and go under. He
reached down, caught a piece of the frock coat and pulled the
near-lifeless form to the surface. He drew back his arm and hit the
reverend with a blow that sent him six feet out into the river,
lifted on the. surface for a moment by the force of it.

Lassiter watched as the
reverend’s
body slowly sank beneath the surface of the river. He stayed there,
waist-high in the water, and watched the spot. Hedidn’t want him
coming up again. This was no baptism. Finally, he turned and pulled
himself out of the water and onto the bank. He made his way to
where the chests of silver stood and pushed them over onto their
bottoms.

They were his, at last, a
hundred thousand dollars in silver. If nothing else, he wanted the
pleasure of locking at it for a few minutes, all of it. He walked
into the woods, found the last of the banditos and picked up his empty gun. He filled it
with six cartridges from the man’s cartridge belt, which he never
got a chance to use, and went back to the chests that were chained
together. With unhurried deliberation he shot the locks from each
of them, except the first one that Montes had opened in the
mountains. He opened that one again and let his eyes take in the
silver. With his foot, he kicked the lid of the second one open and
stared down at it. His eyes narrowed and he felt his jaw muscles
flex. He put his foot against the next one and flipped the lid up.
His lips grew tight in an angry line. He opened the other two and
stared down at them. They were all alike, all except the very first
one. On top of each one lay a heavy flat slab of steel. The slab
had not only given the chests weight, but served to hold in place
the stacks of paper currency that filled each chest. He didn’t
really have to read it. He could pretty well imagine what it said
but he pulled a stack of the currency out anyway. It was fancy,
engraved with all kinds of very impressive lettering.
The Sovereign State
of the Republic of Texas, it said across the top of each one. Lassiter held
up a five dollar bill. This is legal tender issued by the Sovereign Republic of
Texas, he
read, redeemable by any and all duly established banks
of the Republic.
Issued March, 1810, Treasury Department.

He looked at the signature
engraved at the bottom. Augustus Magee, Pres., it said. He raised his arm and flung
the stack of bills into the river and watched them float away. The
good Magee had already converted ninety percent of the silver into
currency to be used by his new Republic. It was worth—every damn
bit of it —less than one shiny red trading bead. He walked over to
the one chest of silver and reached his hand down through the
coins. They made a nice mound on top. The chest contained more of
the worthless paper money the very confident Magee had had printed
up and ready for use. Lassiter wanted to laugh. He really did. He
just couldn’t bring himself to it. He heard a noise and spun
around. Ellen Kinder was there, her eyes round, her face
serious.

“I saw,”
she said. “I came up as you were opening the chests.”

“I
thought I told you to go downriver and wait for me,” he growled.
She smiled and her eyes were cool and contained once
again.

“It
would have been a long wait, wouldn’t it, had those chests really
held silver?” she said. Lassiter grinned. “Maybe,” he
said.

“The
reverend?” she asked. He nodded his head at the river. “I baptized
him, permanently,” he said.

“The
poor man,” she said. “His problem was greed, too.”

“Not
really,” Lassiter grunted. “He just couldn’t make up his mind which
side he was on.”

“You
don’t have that problem do you, Lassiter?” she asked, but it wasn’t
really a question.

“Nope,”
he grinned. “Let’s get the horses.”

They used the
reverend’s
raft to cross to the other side. Lassiter left Ellen Kinder at a
small town at the foot of the range. From there she’d wired Daddy,
who was sending some men to escort her back.

“You
could stay, you know, Lassiter,” she said.

“I’ll be
back,” he grinned.

Lassiter rode on and found himself whistling.
What the hell, you didn’t lose a hundred thousand in silver every
day.
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