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Lassiter rode up from Lordsburg to Abilene
with money on his mind. Texas Jack Chandler—the richest, meanest
bastard in the Lone Star State-was on the trail, heading north with
a huge herd of cattle, and a fortune in gold. All that stood
between Lassiter and the biggest haul of all time was Chandler—and
the most vicious rag-tag army of killers ever gathered together in
one place.
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Chapter
One

Lassiter was in Lordsburg when the telegraph
came from Cassie McCord. After he read it, he rode to the nearest
railroad at Curzon City and sold his horse. Shouldering his saddle
and rifle, he bought a roundabout ticket to Abilene, Kansas.

It took him four days to get there, with
changes at Volper Junction and Fort Marston. On the way, he played
poker with a drummer, a retired cavalry captain with a bad cough,
and a gun salesman. The gun salesman got off at a place called
Mineville, and his place in the game was taken by a talky newspaper
reporter who said he’d come West to look for local color.

The newspaper writer asked Lassiter if he’d
care to have his life story, which he guessed was pretty colorful,
put down on paper. Lassiter explained that he was a Mormon
missionary and there wasn’t much to tell. The consumptive captain
smiled and the newspaper writer didn’t ask any more questions.

It was dark when the train pulled into the
Abilene depot, and Lassiter was good and sick of poker and stale
cigar smoke when he stepped down and stretched his long legs.

Abilene sure as hell had changed. Fifteen
years before he’d come through here with a posse of Kansas
Jayhawkers riding hard behind him. That was when the town was just
a wide place in the road. Now it was blazing with light and shaking
with noise. Long before the train pulled into the depot, there was
the deep lonesome sound of thousands of Texas longhorns bawling in
the loading pens up ahead. The whole town smelled of cow.

He walked along Texas Street, the main
stretch, looking for the Brazos Hotel. Abilene was in Kansas, but
with hundreds of cowboys in town it was more like Fort Worth on a
Saturday night. Out in front of the hotel a young Texas drover with
a wispy yellow mustache and crossed gunbelts was calling a big
cavalry sergeant a no-good Yankee bluebelly son of a bitch.
Lassiter stepped around them and went inside.

The room clerk had a bald head and a waxed
mustache. After putting fresh points on his fool mustache, he
checked the register and agreed that a room had been reserved in
advance by a Miss Smith. He smiled knowingly at Lassiter and
Lassiter smiled back. After that the clerk didn’t think the name or
the situation was so funny. But he did say that Lassiter was lucky
to get a room, any kind of room in Abilene. The clerk seemed quite
proud of Abilene, and Lassiter knew the little bastard was fishing
for a dollar. He didn’t give it to him.

Upstairs, Lassiter locked the
door and got a pint bottle of whiskey from his saddlebag and lay
down on the bed. The pillow was thin and dirty, but it was better
after he put his saddle behind it as a prop. After he built himself
a smoke, he lay down again and drank some of the whiskey. While he
drank he studied a weary-looking chromo hanging crooked on the
wall. It was called Stag at Bay, and he had seen it in dirty and clean hotel rooms all the
way from Butte, Montana to Benson, Arizona. In some hotels there
was a choice—Stag at Bay or Custer’s Last Stand. This was the first Stag he had seen with bullet
holes in him.

Lassiter pulled at the bottle and waited for
Cassie to show up. She hadn’t said when that would be, and Lassiter
wasn’t anxious, about that or anything. Cassie had asked him to
come, and here he was. She had mentioned big money, and that was
enough to bring Lassiter all the way from Lordsburg or the hottest
corner of hell. He didn’t ask himself what Cassie might have in
mind. Time enough to think about that when he knew what it was.

He drew his gun and got off the bed. There
was another knock. By then Lassiter was out of the way of the door.
“Miss Smith?” he called out. Cassie didn’t have much
imagination.

“You look older,” Cassie said when she
came in. “Or maybe you look the same. I don’t know
which.”

“No need to argue about it,” Lassiter
said. “You look fine, Cassie.”

That was lying a little, not much. Cassie
looked all right, but not fine, not the way he remembered her from
the old days. She’d be in her early thirties now, still beautiful
but sort of tired, as if some of the wildness had been knocked out
of her. Even so, there was still a lot of woman behind the tired
blue-green eyes, underneath the black dress. The dress was quiet
and it looked like it had cost a whole lot more than the glittery,
beaded dresses he’d seen her in, back in El Paso when he’d killed
Jimmy Voss to get her.

“Don’t say it, Lassiter,” Cassie said,
opening the drawstring of a silk bag and taking out a square bottle
and two glasses.

“I won’t,” Lassiter said. “Whatever it
is.”

She put down the glasses and poured two
drinks. “This is brandy, all the way from Chicago. We never drank
that in the old days.”

“The old days weren’t so bad,” Lassiter
said. “Was that what you didn’t want me to say?”

Cassie poured another drink. “I guess they
weren’t so bad. They were all right when they happened. Now they
stink.”

“Not worse than Abilene,” Lassiter
said.

Cassie smiled, feeling better. “That isn’t
cow-shit you smell, Lassiter. That’s money.”

“My favorite smell,” Lassiter said, and
they both laughed.

“We had one hell of a time, didn’t we,
Lassiter? It was like we could live forever. Taking what we wanted.
Moving on when we got tired of a town.”

“I still do, little sister,” Lassiter
said.

Cassie said, “It’s different for a woman.
Anyway, it’s different for me. Time for me to get away from the
guns and the killing and the whiskey and the cow-shit.”

She looked at him. “Let me ask you something.
Why in hell did you ride off like that?”

“Must of been something important,”
Lassiter said, reaching for her.

“You bastard!” she said, but didn’t put
up any more fight than that when he pulled her down on top of the
sagging bed. “I came here to talk business.”

“Then talk, honey.”

“Later,” Cassie said.

It was much later because doing what they had
to do took some time, the way they were feeling, all those years to
make up.

Glistening with sweat, Cassie sat up in bed
and began to fix her hair. She reached down and touched Lassiter.
“You may be older,” she said, “but the years haven’t softened you a
bit.”

Lassiter figured since he had his pants off
he might as well stay in bed. Cassie got up and got dressed. With
the pink in her cheeks she looked more like the old Cassie McCord
who had every hard-case in El Paso scratching on her door. She
still hadn’t said anything about why he was here in Abilene. Right
now, this was Cassie’s show and he wasn’t about to spoil it for
her. She was what they called dramatic, like Lily Langtry, only
more so.

Finally, she stopped walking up and down.
“What does a cow cost in Texas?” she asked, smiling.

“Five or ten dollars, teacher,
depending on the cow and the year and the time of year.”

Cassie asked next, “And what does a good
Texas cow fetch in Abilene?”

Lassiter was beginning to get it.
“Twenty-five, thirty dollars, depending again,” he said.

“Thirty,” Cassie said decisively. “And
when you multiply six thousand by thirty, what do you
get?”

“A lot of money,” Lassiter answered,
knowing exactly how much.

Cassie had worked herself up to another
drink. “I’m talking about a hundred and eighty thousand, maybe
more. Does that sound big enough for you?”

Lassiter asked for the bottle back.

“That’s the smallest it can be,” Cassie
said. “The least is what I said and the most could be two hundred
thousand. What do you think of that?”

Lassiter sat up in bed. “I think it’s just
fine,” he said. “Six thousand cows must be the biggest herd come up
from Texas. I thought fifty-five hundred was the record fetched by
King and Kennedy back in ’76.”

“This is the biggest,”
Cassie told him, sounding sure of herself. “The biggest and the
most money Abilene is likely to see for some time. Texas Jack
Chandler’s boys are driving the herd in right now. Ought to be here
in about a week. About three thousand cows belong to Jack,
the rest to small ranchers who throw in with him. You know how
Texas Jack works.”

“I know he won’t be easy to rob,”
Lassiter said. He decided he’d been wrong in thinking that Cassie
had no imagination, because Texas Jack Chandler was about the most
unrobbable man in the State of Texas, or any other state or
territory. Dick King and Miffln Kennedy were the biggest cattlemen
in Texas, which made Chandler second biggest, but nobody would be
likely to deny that Texas Jack was the biggest and meanest son of a
bitch who ever came up the Chisholm Trail. On the surface he was as
jovial as a tinhorn politician. Underneath he was as dangerous as a
sick snake. He had put together his first herd of wild, unbranded
cows in the brush country of South Texas. Now, fifteen years later,
he was working on his second million, and was still a loudmouth,
conniving, cow-stealing bastard.

“What do you think?” Cassie
asked.

“I’m thinking it’ll take men and money
to bust open Texas Jack’s money-box,” Lassiter said. “Now suppose
you fill me in and we’ll think about it some more.”

Cassie explained that Texas Jack wasn’t with
the herd, which was moving up from the south. Chandler had arrived
in town ahead of the drive. Then he had gone east to Kansas City in
his new parlor car to bring back the chief buyer for one of the big
meat packing plants, a man named Woodruff.

“Woodruff has the money,” Cassie
explained, “and Jack doesn’t want anything to happen to it.
Besides, he wants to show off his private train, make a big hurraw
for the moneyman. They’re supposed to get back here about the time
the herd does. Texas Jack swaps the cows for the money—then we take
the money.”

Lassiter liked her nerve. “It sounds
downright easy the way you say it. But listen. If the money’s on
the train, why not take the train?”

“Not this train, Lassiter.”I know what
I’m talking about. Texas Jack may be just a poor cow millionaire,
but he’s better guarded than President Hayes. The windows of the
parlor car are made of Bismarck glass you can’t shoot through, and
the doors are heavy steel faced with oak. Three guards ride in the
parlor car itself, some more in the caboose. The caboose has a
Gatling gun mounted on a swivel.”

“No wonder President Hayes is kicking
himself,” Lassiter said. “You’re probably right about the train.
Tell me this—where does he keep this train when he’s in
town?”

Cassie said, “He has it switched to a siding
down by the loading pens. It stinks there, but Jack says he likes
the smell of cow-shit. Says it’s really the smell of money.”

“That’s where you latched on to that
expression,” Lassiter remarked. “I wonder how he smells
himself.”

Cassie got mad. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

Lassiter waved the half-empty bottle at her,
making a peace sign. “Not a thing, sis. Just talk.”

Cassie stopped fooling with her
hair. She sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. “I guess you
know anyway,” she said. “Or you know something. Jack and me were
together three years. This is the third year I been with him. Least
it was. I guess I was all right when Jack was just a dirty trail
herder up from Texas. Now he’s got all kinds of big plans, sinking
his money into businesses back East. And I’m just a wore-out
whore.”

There was nothing to say and Lassiter didn’t
say it. Women were all the same—sore losers. Maybe that’s why they
were no good at cards or any other kind of game. They walked into
the game with their eyes and their legs open, then when the game
went sour, so did they. He didn’t feel sorry for Cassie. For three
years she’d been swinging on Texas Jack’s middle leg, and now she
was getting set to use the knife on him.

Cassie’s blue-green eyes glittered. “You know
what that son of a bitch did! He handed me five hundred dollars for
three goddamned years. Now what in hell am I going to do with five
hundred dollars?”

“You’re going to give it to me,”
Lassiter said, “so we can get this new business of ours
started.”


Chapter
Two

The mob in the telegraph office was keeping
two telegraphers busy. It looked like everybody in Abilene was
trying to send a message. They were all talking about Texas Jack’s
herd and making a lot of noise. After Lassiter finished writing the
messages he wanted to send, he took the yellow sheets to the old
man in charge and told him to get them off right away.

The old man was bald on top and fringed on
the sides, like a monk. His green eyeshade kept slipping, and so
did his temper.

“Rush! Rush! Everybody’s in a rush
these days,” the old man whined. “And for what, mister? Let me ask
you that.”

He stopped complaining when Lassiter reached
across the counter and stuffed a folded greenback in his vest
pocket. The old man had false teeth carved out of bone, the kind
nobody ever saw any more except in swaybacked station agents’
mouths. The old buzzard smiled a dollar’s worth.

“Speaking of the telegraph,” he
cackled, “you know what that writer feller, Truro, said back in
Concord, Mass? That feller said it could be that Maine and Texas
don’t have nothing important to communicate. That’s a good one,
ain’t it?”

“Right away means now,” Lassiter warned
him. “Now you do it, grampaw.”

“Just hold your horses, young feller,”
the old man grumped, “and we’ll see if you got this telegraph
business straight. A lot of you fellers come in here and send
telegraphs and then come back and say you didn’t say what you said
in the first place.”

Lassiter waited while the old man read
through the five names and addresses:

T. J. Murphy. Murphy’s Saloon. Fort Smith.
Arkansas.

Juno Flowers. Locksmith. Denver.
Colorado.

Oren Kingsley. Bella Union Hotel. Omaha.
Nebraska.

Calvin Moseley. Moseley Leather Company.
Amarillo. Texas.

Howey Winters, c/o The Midway Theatre. St.
Louis. Missouri.

The message was the same on all
five telegrams: Big business opportunity. Abilene. Kansas. Lassiter. Brazos
Hotel.

Lassiter told the old bastard that was fine.
He told him he’d be back later for the replies, if any. Like he had
told Cassie McCord the night before, time was getting short. If
they were to do the job right, they would need good men fast. If
they were going to take that hundred and eighty-thousand from Texas
Jack, they would need more than a bunch of fast guns. Fast guns
were a nickel-for-six in Kansas. That was the trouble with fast
guns—all gun and no head.

Picking his way across Texas
Street through the churned-up mud and cow-shit, he listened to the
kids hawking copies of the Abilene-Sentinel. In Abilene, Texas Jack’s herd was more
important than the Second Coming of Christ. Scraping off his boots
on the boardwalk, Lassiter thought: Just what Abilene needs—six
thousand more cows! But he wasn’t about to complain. The way he and
Cassie had figured it, they would take half of the hundred and
eighty-thousand and let the others split up their ninety-thousand
five ways. Lassiter’s share would come to forty-five thousand, and
for that kind of money they could fill the Missouri River with
cow-shit and he’d swim across it with a rose in his
teeth.

He went into the first restaurant he saw and
asked the waitress for ham and eggs, and she laughed at him. She
looked like a Swede farmer from up Nebraska, and she spoke like it.
“You must be new in town,” she sassed him. It was the same with the
flapjacks he ordered. The bulge-chested Swede said it was steak or
nothing, but he had a choice. He could have steak with pinto beans,
or steak without. Lassiter wondered what she was like in bed, but
he didn’t ask her.

Some feeder had left a copy of
the Abilene-Sentinel on the table and he looked through it while his
steak was burning. There was an engraving of Texas Jack Chandler on
the front page. The millionaire cattleman looked less like a
dressed-up bear than he normally did. The engraver had trimmed
Jack’s double-barreled mustache and taken two inches from his
pugnacious jaw, adding them to his forehead. But it was Texas Jack,
sure enough, the famous white Stetson stuck on the back of his
head, and flashing the same bucktooth smile.

Among other remarkable things,
the Abilene-Sentinel declared that Texas Jack Chandler would make a
fine Vice President. Texas Jack, an outstanding example of the
go-getter spirit, was quoted as saying that he had started in the
cattle business with nothing but a horse, a saddle, and ten dollars
cash money. Lassiter figured he had stolen the ten
dollars.

He ate slowly, killing time.
According to the Sentinel, which was publishing daily bulletins, Texas Jack’s
record-breaking herd was due to arrive in five or six days. Cassie
had said a week. That gave him one less day than he thought he had.
Time didn’t mean much if he didn’t start getting answers to those
five telegram messages. All he had so far was the sketchiest kind
of plan. The fact was, it wasn’t even a plan, just a hard look at
the situation. The way Lassiter saw it, it involved cows, horses, a
train, a safe, and probably some killing. That was how it looked
right now.

T. J. Murphy was one of the best
horse-handlers in the Army before he went to Leavenworth for ten
years for killing a man in a saloon, A vicious, moody drunk, Murphy
loved horses and hated men; out of prison three years, he had
worked with Lassiter on several big jobs. That was how he managed
to buy the saloon in Fort Smith.

Juno Flowers knew locks and safes. A shaky,
nervous man, the only time he seemed to steady up was when there
was danger. He seemed to need it. Lassiter thought it had something
to do with the war. Flowers operated a locksmith business in Denver
between jobs.

Oren Kingsley was an old railroad man who had
worked at everything from tracklayer and gandy dancer to locomotive
engineer and section boss. If he hadn’t wrecked a train and killed
seventy-three people, he might have been president of the railroad
by now. They said he had worked with the James boys, robbing trains
after he got out of jail. Recently, he had been tending bar in the
Bella Union Hotel in Omaha.

Old Calvin Moseley, now running a harness and
leather shop in Amarillo, had worked as a trail boss for Washington
Malone, and, later, Charles Goodnight. Once they hanged him for
running off stock. He dangled ten minutes before a tame Indian
happened along and cut him down. They hadn’t bothered to hang him
again. As Charles Goodnight always said, a man with a twisted neck
was living proof that it didn’t pay to rustle cows.

Thinking about it while the waitress brought
the third cup of coffee, Lassiter decided he didn’t like any of
them; but the one he liked least was Howey Winters, or Handsome
Howey, as they called him behind his narrow back. Lassiter knew
Winters from all over. Handsome Howey was a trick shooter, a
perfect, natural, nerveless shot with both hands, with rifle or
pistol, and he was also a hired killer. When he wasn’t killing
somebody he didn’t know, he dazzled the rubes at the Midway Theatre
in St. Louis, in which he had a small interest.

A real nice bunch of fellers, Lassiter
decided with a sour smile. Every one of them twisted or gone wrong
in one way or another. Just the kind of men he needed to take away
that bale of money from Texas Jack. Taking it wouldn’t be easy, no
matter how many or what kind of men he had. Fort Riley was only
twenty miles away, and though robbing Texas Jack wasn’t strictly an
Army matter, the Army would probably get into it somehow because of
Chandler’s important connections.

It was still too early to go back to the
telegraph office. It was nine o’clock in the morning and the
saloons and whorehouses along the gaudy main stretch of Texas
Street were running wide open. Lassiter paid for his breakfast and
took a walk down by the marshal’s office. Up ahead of him on the
boardwalk two deputies were dragging a prisoner toward the jail.
Most of the fingers on the prisoner’s right hand had been chopped
off neatly below the knuckle. The wounded man was still drunk and
didn’t know or didn’t want to know that his fingers were missing.
He kept clawing his empty holster and that made the bleeding
worse.

Lassiter followed the trail of blood down to
the marshal’s office and jail, and stood looking at the old wanted
posters out front. While he was doing it, the marshal, a
barrel-chested man in his fifties, came out and looked at the blood
on the boardwalk. He went back inside without taking any interest
in Lassiter. Lassiter grinned at some of the familiar faces in the
sheaf of yellowing posters, but there was no picture or description
of him. This far north he didn’t think there would be, unless there
were newer ones inside. And there was no easy way to check
that.

Besides the marshal, he figured, a town like
Abilene would have five or six deputies, with maybe four extra men
to handle the cuttings and shootings on Saturday night. That was
the professional law, and by itself it wasn’t so bad. But when you
added in Texas Jack’s hired gunmen and the soldiers at Fort Riley,
and allowed for the fact that Jack Chandler was Abilene’s leading
citizen, the odds went way up. For a smaller take it wouldn’t be
smart to go up against all that gun power; but in this game,
Lassiter figured, the money pretty well balanced the odds.

The thought occurred to Lassiter
that he might not be the only interested party in town. The smell
of money brought them in from all directions, just as it had
brought him, and that was something else he had to consider.
Competition from another gang could interfere with his operation
even more quickly than the law. He didn’t know many gangs with
brains or guts enough for a job like this, but you never knew. It was
something to think about.

He walked down to the depot,
then past that to the huge loading pens where the longhorns were
prodded aboard cattle cars for a one-way jaunt to the
slaughterhouse. Extra trains had been brought in to clear the pens
of cattle. New pens were being built, and there were freshly
printed posters with the ink still wet stuck up everywhere. The
posters said: WELCOME TEXAS JACK. Lassiter figured there hadn’t been so much
excitement since Sherman burned Atlanta.

The office of the Texas Jack Chandler Cattle
Company was in a two-story frame building. Just beyond it was a
short railroad siding with a wide gate. That was the place Cassie
had mentioned. And that was where the money would be. The siding
was empty now.

Making a map in his head, Lassiter walked
through the pens, then made a wide swing and came back into town by
one of the side streets. He drifted down Texas Street on the west
side of the street, past the Drover’s Hotel, past filled-up saloons
with names like Old Fruit and The Pearl. Cassie had a room at the
Thompson Hotel, the best place in town. Down past that was the
Alamo Saloon where Wild Bill and John Wesley Hardin had their
famous showdown. Lassiter went into the Alamo, figuring to kill
another hour before he went back to the telegraph office.

The Alamo was something to see. They called
it the Alamo to bring in the Texas Trade, and it looked like the
name was a success. The bar was as long as a Mexican funeral, and
ten times as lively. Five bartenders, working with both hands, just
about kept even with the demand for drinks. On a raised platform
the loudest band Lassiter ever heard was topping off the uproar
with piano, fiddle, trumpet, and bull fiddle. All the tunes in the
Alamo were “Texas” tunes. The band buffaloed its way through
“Lorena” and gathered speed with “Lone Star Girl.”

Lassiter elbowed his way to the bar and
ordered a beer. A man he didn’t know turned to him and said, “Well
now, ain’t that Texas Jack something? Ain’t that old boy
something.” Lassiter said he sure as hell was. The man turned away,
still running off at the mouth. There was nobody Lassiter knew to
talk to. The competition, if there was any, was keeping out of
sight.

Three beers and four smokes later, at eleven
o’clock, Lassiter left the Alamo and went back to the telegraph
office. When he gave his name, the old man cackled and said, “You
got right lively business associates, mister. The last one just
sent a reply five minutes ago.”


Chapter
Three

Lassiter didn’t do anything special while he
waited for the others to get there. He lay on his bed and smoked,
nipped on a bottle, and cleaned his guns. When he got sick of that
he slept. The surest way to get noticed in any town was to stay
holed up in his room all the time, so when he had enough of the
hotel he went down to one of the saloons and sat in on a poker
game. He won some, then lost some of it back.

The big-tit Swede waitress had taken a fancy
to him, and he was all for that. Without being asked, she told him
her name was Marta Lindstrom. She liked him so much he could have
ham and eggs, if he came to the restaurant early or late enough.
Miss Lindstrom explained in her backcountry Minnesota accent that
the other customers would get mad if they saw him wolfing down ham
and eggs while they had to make do with the same old standby—fresh,
tough steak and pinto beans.

Lassiter couldn’t recall any reason why he
should dislike Swedes—he had killed a man once named Charlie
Clingman, but maybe he was a German, not a Swede—and he was ready
to do anything to get away from that goddamned steak. Besides, this
Swede girl with the hourglass figure wasn’t as bad as having a
red-hot Comanche arrowhead shoved up his ass. Butter and eggs had
made her hefty, but she was a damn sight better than the pock-faced
saloon girls along Texas Street.

Marta’s widowed mother owned the restaurant
and they lived upstairs. While the mother snored in the next room,
Lassiter ate the ham and eggs the top-heavy Swede girl fixed for
him, and later he straddled her on a curve-backed sofa that
threatened to collapse under their weight. Lassiter decided he
liked that as much or even more than the ham and eggs.

They got up and Marta apologized for having
only whisky to offer him, not aquavit like her dead father had made
on their fine farm up in Minnesota. Lassiter didn’t know what in
hell she was talking about. He said the whisky was fine.

The Swede girl was dreamy and Lassiter drank
fast. It was good to have a lot of whisky when you finished with a
woman and had to listen to her talk, because you figured it might
be handy to have her around again. The old woman in the next room
stopped snoring and started to cough. Lassiter hoped the old biddy
would stay asleep. Sheriffs, back-shooters, bounty hunters,
Comanches, and whores with knives he was ready to face.
White-haired Swede widows and mothers were something else.

Marta Lindstrom filled Lassiter’s glass again
and asked him if he had enough to eat. Lassiter said he was as
tight-bellied as a poisoned pup, but if she let him wait a while he
might like to have a second helping of something else. He meant it
as a compliment and the girl took it that way, after about an hour
had passed.

Lying there, Lassiter thought he might go
down to the Alamo and drink some whisky and play a little poker
before he turned in. Twice in two hours wasn’t much with some
women. With this iron-thighed Swede it was enough or nearly
enough.

Marta sighed, got up, and put on her dress.
“Why is it,” she asked no one in particular, “that the men who have
the money don’t have the other thing?”

Thinking of his forty-five thousand to be,
Lassiter said, “That ain’t altogether right, sis.”

“Well, you ain’t rich, are
you?”

“Not in the fleshy commodities of this
world, honey.”

“Like hell you aren’t,” the Swede girl
said. “But what I want is the firm flesh and the big money. That’s
what I want and that’s what I aim to get.”

Lassiter said there was no reason why they
shouldn’t get together while she was waiting, and the Swede girl
agreed.

The way Swede girls and certain mothers are,
she asked him again if he had enough to eat. Lassiter said he had
enough ham and eggs, if that was what she meant. The girl blushed,
and Lassiter buttoned up his pants and went down to his poker
game.

It wasn’t much of a game and Lassiter drank
no more than a quarter of a pint of whisky before he pulled off his
boots and went to bed.

~*~

Murphy got to Abilene before the others.
Drifting through the depot, Lassiter saw the big Irishman get off
the train. A colored bag-carrier ran forward to snag the Irishman’s
single bag. Murphy looked mean-tempered and sick with last night’s
whisky. He hit the colored man with the side of the bag and sent
him flying. “Leave off, Rastus,” Lassiter heard the big
horse-handler say. The Negro scurried out of Murphy’s way, eyeballs
rolling.

The best Lassiter could do was to get two
rooms for the five of them. It had taken an extra twenty dollars to
get that much. Personally, Lassiter wouldn’t like to bunk in with
any of them, especially Murphy and Winters. He followed the
Irishman along Texas Street. Murphy was the biggest man in sight,
getting a bit old now but still tough as chuck-wagon steak, and he
walked as if he knew it. All those years in the cavalry must have
given the Irishman a hate for wide-brimmed hats. Lassiter had never
seen him wearing anything but a curve-sided derby.

Lassiter walked on past the hotel to the
Alamo Saloon. He stayed there most of the morning, drinking and
playing poker. Later in the day he got his horse and rode out along
the railroad right of way, in the direction of Junction City and
Fort Riley. Texas Jack’s train would be coming back that way. It
was getting dark when he rode back into Abilene.

The next day Winters, Kingsley, and Flowers
arrived. The day clerk, with the waxed mustache and itchy palms,
told him when he came down for breakfast. Lassiter told him he was
doing a fine job of room clerking, to keep up the good work.

Lassiter wanted to think, and he couldn’t do
that with the Swede girl fussing over him. So he drank bad coffee
in a three-stool hole-in-the-wall run by a one-legged veteran.
After that he had the kid at the livery stable saddle his
horse.

This time he rode with the rails going south.
A general plan was coming together in his head. That was how he
usually worked. The thing to do was look the situation over real
good; when it came time for doing instead of talking, a plan would
more or less suggest itself. Lassiter usually liked to work in
country less thickly settled than central Kansas. Sometimes a mob
of farmers with shotguns and pitchforks could be as much trouble as
the best-organized posse.

When he got back it was late, and the night
clerk told him that Calvin Moseley had just come in on the last
train. Lassiter hunted up the kid who swept up around the hotel and
sent a message over to Cassie at the Thompson Hotel. Then he went
upstairs.

Handsome Howey Winters opened the door and
Lassiter saw they were all there. Already the room was thick with
tobacco smoke and whisky stink. Most of the whisky stink was coming
from Murphy, who looked red-eyed and truculent as ever.

“How do, Howey?” Lassiter asked
Winters, coming in. “How’s the murder business these
days?”

Winters had been raised in a rotting wooden
tenement on the St. Louis docks, and he looked like what he was—a
vicious, pasty-faced city rat. Handsome Howey’s taste in clothes
ran to brownish suits with yellow checks and Jefferson ankle-shoes.
Like the Irishman, Winters always wore a derby hat.

“A bit slow lately,” Winters said. He
sneered at Lassiter’s trail-worn duds. “But I’m still a ways from
being a hobo.”

“I’m real delighted to hear that,”
Lassiter told him. He didn’t offer to shake hands with any of them.
Old Cal Moseley, who liked to play the old Texas cowhand when he
wasn’t off stealing cows or back-shooting some rider, stuck out his
leathery hand. Lassiter ignored it.

Juno Flowers, the safe blower, looked as
morose and shaky as ever. He looked at Lassiter and didn’t say
anything. One good thing about Juno—he was quiet. And that was all
you could say for him.

Murphy was hogging one bottle all to himself.
There was another bottle and some glasses on the dresser. Oren
Kingsley had been fixing himself a drink when Lassiter came in. He
filled the glass all the way up and put it away in one gulp. Going
down, it made him shudder. Lassiter wondered how much liquor
Kingsley had taken aboard the night he killed those seventy-three
people in the train wreck.

“Good to see you, Lassiter,” Kingsley
said.

Lassiter nodded.

The old cane rocker creaked under Murphy’s
huge bulk. The Irishman drank straight from the bottle. Murphy was
the kind of bigmouth clodhopper who would knock the neck off a
bottle even when it was just as easy to pull out the cork.

“Jesus, boys,” he said. “If it isn’t
Colonel Lassiter finally come to pay us a call. Such an honor.
Think of it, boys.”

To Lassiter he said, “What in hell’s the
matter with you, cowboy? I been sitting ’round here most of two
bloody days. Couldn’t you least have the manners to come up and
have a drink with a man, and say hello?”

“If you were lonely, T. J.,” Lassiter
said, “why didn’t you go out and stomp somebody to
death?”

The Irishman heaved himself out of the chair.
Even by himself he would have made the hotel room look small. “You
got a bad mouth, Lassiter,” he said. “A dirty mean mouth and it
gets bad instead of better. Maybe I’m the boy to give it a whole
new shape.”

Lassiter walked over to the dresser and
poured himself a drink. His back was to the Irishman. “Sit down,
Timothy J.,” he said easily. “I don’t like you and you don’t like
me, but that ain’t why we’re here. Later you’re welcome to fix my
bad mouth if you have a mind to.”

The chair creaked as the Irishman sat down.
Lassiter turned around. “Here’s looking at you,” he said.

“May it choke you,” Murphy
said.

“Why are we here?” Howey Winters asked.
Winters had pale hair and eyes. Everything about him was pale, cold
as a gravestone by moonlight. His hands were long and pale and once
in a while they twitched as if closing over the butts of guns you
couldn’t see.

Lassiter drank some of the whisky paid for
with Cassie’s money. Murphy was red and Winters was slug-belly
white. Old Cal Moseley was a sneaking thief and hypocrite. Kingsley
had killed seventy-three men, women and children, and he still
whined about the bad luck life had brought him. Juno Flowers was a
shifty-faced weasel. They were a fine bunch of men. Just down home
folks.

“What about it, Lassiter?” Winters
asked again. “You mentioned this here business
opportunity.”

“It’s big,” Lassiter said, stalling to
give Cassie time to get there. He mentioned Texas Jack and the
hundred-and-eighty thousand dollars.

“Holy Jesus,” Murphy said, shaking his
head.

Lassiter looked at Winters.

Cal Moseley massaged his twisted neck and
said, “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch.”

“This one could get us killed,” Howey
Winters said.

There was no comment from Juno Flowers and
Oren Kingsley.

Lassiter explained about Cassie McCord.

There was no use trying to go ahead unless he
did.

There was a knock on the door. Winters took a
long-barreled .32 from under his coat so fast that Lassiter hardly
saw his hand move.

“Open it,” Lassiter said.

Kingsley opened the door and Cassie came
in.

“A woman!” Winters protested. “A
goddamned woman!” He turned to Lassiter, putting the gun away. “Oh
no, Lassiter, I don’t want any part of this.”

“Who is this fool?” Cassie asked, not a
bit put off.

“You want a drink, Cassie?” Lassiter
asked.

“Not that slop. I brought my own. Even
brought a clean glass.”

“Bejesus, this is a new one on me,” T.
J. Murphy said, grinning like the raunchy old bastard he
was.

Cal Moseley tried to offer the lady his
chair. Lassiter told him to stay where he was.

“Thanks anyway,” Cassie
said.

Old Cal bobbed his twisted neck like a turkey
trying to dodge the Thanksgiving axe.

“Shit, Lassiter,” Winters said, glaring
at Cassie. “You ain’t going to tell me this deal is run by a
woman.”

Lassiter took his time about fixing himself
another drink. After he poured the drink he built a smoke, and he
took longer doing that.

“Howey,” he said finally,
striking a woodie on the top of the dresser. “I guess I’ll just
have to tell you again, since you wasn’t listening when I told you
on that first job we worked on together. Any job I work on I run. I do
the thinking. I do the talking. No woman—nobody—runs the show but
me. You get that, do you, Howey?”

“I’m no fool,” Winters
snarled.

Murphy mimicked him. “I’m no fool. It’s just
that I’m the kind of a feller doesn’t like girls. Now boys with
soft asses is something else.”

Winters’ pale eyes narrowed. “You clodhopper
son of a bitch,” he said.

Murphy was drunk and he wasn’t afraid of
Winters. Drunk or sober, he wasn’t afraid of anything. That was one
of the things wrong with him, Lassiter decided. “Look, Howey,” he
said. “You don’t like this deal—walk away from it. No hard feelings
and there’s the door.”

Winters was still staring at Murphy, but he
spoke to Lassiter. “I come a long way, friend. I’d like to
listen.”

Lassiter was getting sick of the cross talk.
“You listen, you know, Howey. Get in or get out. Take a minute to
think about it. Only listen to this, sharpshooter, once you say in
the only way out is dead.”

Winters was scared of women and not much
else. He wanted to kill the mouthy Irishman, but now he was talking
to Lassiter. “I can break six marbles out of six,” he said.

“Marbles don’t shoot back,” Lassiter
informed him. “Now suppose we put the smart talk away and talk
about this plan I have in mind.”


Chapter
Four

The big herd was still two days south of
Abilene when Texas Jack’s private train arrived from Kansas City.
It didn’t come in quietly, early in the morning or after dark, but
on the stroke of noon. Lassiter figured that was about when it
would be, but the town didn’t know because Texas Jack hadn’t set
any special time. Jack was learning political tricks all right. Men
without a dollar in their Levis were all anxious and worked up
about Jack Chandler’s money.

Earlier that morning a wild rumor had gone
around that the train had been run off the rails by a gang of
bushwhackers led by Colonel Quantrill’s crazy son. Quantrill had no
son, at least none given to robbing trains, but the name still
meant excitement in Kansas, and it gave the town something to talk
about.

Going down to the Alamo,
Lassiter saw a troop of cavalry with a colonel up front heading for the
railroad depot. The colonel had Burnside whiskers and looked to be
on an important errand. The troopers rode straight-backed in their
saddles. Somehow they didn’t seem to be as impressed with the
occasion as the colonel. The colonel would be the Army’s official
greeter.

Lassiter played cards until
eleven thirty, then finished his drink and sauntered down to the
depot. Already, there was a mob of people there, mostly cowboys,
and they were getting up a good head of steam on the bottles being
passed around. Up on a wide platform draped with
WELCOME TEXAS
JACK banners,
a brass band in gaudy uniforms were sweating in the sun. They had
been there since eight o’clock that morning.

Lassiter rolled a cigarette. Putting a match
to it, he spotted Kingsley and Murphy drifting through the crowd.
It wasn’t hard to spot Murphy. The band had been drinking and the
bandmaster looked ready to draw a gun on them when they bollixed up
a fast run-through of “Zack, The Mormon Engineer.” After he yelled
at them for a while, with the mob of cowboys offering some salty
comments of their own, the band did better with “The Old Chisholm
Trail”.

They were doing fine with “Dixie,” the
evergreen favorite of the trail hands, when a young rider came
tearing down Texas Street yelling his head off. “Son of a bitch
they’re coming!” Some of the ladies sweating delicately under their
parasols looked shocked. Way out on the prairie a hooter started
blasting. The crowd yelled, then simmered down, and in the quiet
that followed they could hear a locomotive bell clanging. Well, so
much for Colonel Quantrill’s crazy son, Lassiter thought.

The mayor of Abilene, followed by the sheriff
and other town officials, bustled down to the depot. The colonel
Lassiter saw earlier had dusted off his uniform and combed out his
whiskers. When he climbed up on to the welcome platform and shook
hands with the mayor, the band exploded with brassy sounds.

“Not yet, you bastards,” the bandmaster
roared, shaking with rage and excitement. The mayor’s wife frowned
at him. The music trailed off and the train bell got louder. The
sound of money, Lassiter decided. He spotted Oren Kingsley again
but Murphy wasn’t to be seen. There was no sign of any competition
in the crowd.

The train clanged to a stop and a blast of
escaping steam drove the crowd back. “Now,” the bandmaster roared.
“Dixie” added to the uproar as Texas Jack Chandler, magnificent as
Buffalo Bill Cody in gray broadcloth and white boots, swung down
from the train. Texas Jack took his time getting down. He held onto
the grip-handle with one hand and waved his famous white Stetson
with the other.

Lassiter thought it would have been smarter
of Texas Jack to have allowed his bodyguard, Dixon Quirly, to get
down first. But Jack wasn’t about to let anybody spoil his moment
of glory, even if it meant taking a bullet from some crackpot with
a real or imagined grudge. Lassiter knew what Texas Jack looked
like. Right now he was more interested in Quirly. He didn’t know
Quirly: he knew about him. What he’d heard was good or bad,
depending on whether you were behind Quirly’s gun or in front of
it.

Quirly was nothing like the man he killed
for. Once upon a time he had been town marshal of Fort Griffin, and
he still looked the way most town tamers did—quiet, soberly dressed
in a black frock coat and string tie, slow moving. The light-blue
eyes that looked out at the crowd were dead and expressionless.
Even his gun rig was plain, like the man himself, just a
single-action, rubber-handled Colt .45 in a worn holster.

Even if Lassiter didn’t know about the score
of men Dixon Quirly had killed, some legal, most not, he would have
figured him as fast and deadly. Lassiter had a strong hunch that
he’d have to kill Dixon Quirly before this business in Abilene was
finished. And it wouldn’t be all that easy.

Now Texas Jack had his arm around the big
cattle buyer, Mathew Woodruff. Woodruff, a fat man with a high hat,
looked put-off by all the attention. But Texas Jack gripped him
around the shoulders and wouldn’t let go. “Here’s the man with the
money,” Jack kept yelling. “Now come on, folks, let’s all say a big
hello to your friend and mine—Mathew Woodruff.”

The crowd did what it was told and, flanked
by four of Quirly’s gunmen and four town deputies, Texas Jack
pulled the pink-faced moneybags toward the welcome platform.

The mayor was trying to make himself
heard.

The bandmaster raised his hand to wipe the
sweat off his face. The music began again, two different tunes at
one time. The bandmaster snatched off his kepi and threw it at the
man playing the tuba. The noise kept building up until Texas Jack,
showing all his buckteeth in a huge grin, pulled his matched,
pearl-handled forty-fives and fired into the air.

“Shut up, you mully-grubbers,” he
roared, “goddamn it to hell’s fire—I told you shut up.”

Jack grinned wider than ever to show he
wasn’t mad. The crowd loved it. Texas Jack whacked the mayor
between the shoulder blades, knocking the wind out of him. “Now you
just air out your paunch, your honor,” he howled. “Spit it out,
your excellency, only don’t take too long about it. We got some
serious drinking to do.”

“Hurrah for Texas Jack,” an old man
yelled. The cheering started again. It stopped when Texas Jack held
up his hand. He looked down at the old man who was dressed in a
greasy canvas coat and sweat-crusted wool hat. The old man was so
drunk he could hardly stand.

“How’s every old thing, Stinky?”
Chandler asked the rum pot. “Been into the sarsaparilla again, have
you?”

The crowd thought that was the funniest thing
since Clay Allison fell off that buckboard and broke his neck. The
mayor made another crack at giving a speech.

Looking at the train, Lassiter saw that the
side of the caboose had been cut away. The long slit was covered
with a hinged steel plate that could be raised or lowered from
inside. It was raised part way now, and Lassiter thought he could
see the muzzle of the Gatling gun. Cassie had said the Gatling was
mounted on a swivel. That would mean there was another firing slit
on the other side of the caboose. Unless he was mistaken the walls
of the caboose were plated inside with steel.

The mayor smiled weakly and mopped his
forehead when Texas Jack stood up and told him to dry up. Chandler
was a little more respectful with the colonel from Fort Riley, but
he hurried him along too. “That’s just dandy, Colonel,” he allowed,
winking at the crowd from behind the officer’s back. “And we surely
do appreciate every word you just said. If I had the doing of it
I’d make you a general right here and now.”

Lassiter watched Oren Kingsley moping along
by the train, just a harmless old galoot interested in locomotives
and such. Kingsley might not know much about anything else, but he
knew about trains. A little later, while Texas Jack was funning
with the crowd, he caught sight of Howey Winters far back in the
crowd. The little killer was staring at Dixon Quirly, standing
behind the chairs on the platform where the dignitaries sat.

Texas Jack was saying, “You
folks didn’t come here to listen to a lot of hot air. You come here
today to have a good time. And, by the Texas Christ, that’s what
you going to have. I’m feeling right good today, ladies and you
so-called gentlemen, and I want you to feel just as good.
To be serious for a
single minute, and I promise it ain’t going to be longer than that
or shoot me, let me say when old Texas Jack Chandler makes money,
the whole town of Abilene makes money. ’Cause if you think this
herd of mine is something, you’re wrong. Why it ain’t but the
beginning. Next time we going to cover the whole State of Kansas
with cow-shit ...”

Texas Jack paused to catch his breath and the
old man called Stinky yelled, “The minute’s up, Jack. We going to
have to shoot you.”

The crowd roared at the old man, but Chandler
held up his hand. “Harm not a hair on that greasy head,” he
hollered. “It so happens that Stinky’s right.”

Lassiter was getting sick of Texas Jack and
his goddamned folksiness. If he’d known it was going to take this
long, he’d have brought along a bottle. The thought of all that
money eased his bad humor a bit.

Texas Jack had hauled Stinky up on the
platform and the mayor and the colonel were trying to make the best
of it. It sure as hell looked as if Texas Jack was building himself
up to run for some public office. Lassiter watched Oren Kingsley
move away from the train and out through the crowd.

The old man, Stinky, would have fallen off
the platform if Texas Jack hadn’t held him up. Texas Jack was a son
of a bitch, but he knew how to please a crowd. “Now looky here,
Stink,” Texas Jack was saying. He snapped his fingers in front of
the rum pot’s glassy eyes. Stinky came to life for a moment and
yelled, “Remember the Alamo!”

The crowd howled, no one there louder than
Texas Jack. “Would that be the battle or the saloon?” he asked the
old man.

“Bring on the booze,” Stinky shouted
just before his eyes closed all the way. Texas Jack threw him off
the platform into the crowd, and they loved that too.

“You heard the man,” Chandler called
out. “Now everybody get themselves down to the Alamo and drink till
you sick.” Texas Jack paused and closed one eye. “Drinks are on
me!”

Lassiter let the crowd rush by him before he
started back for the hotel. When the mob thinned out, he saw the
five buffalo hunters. Moving fast, he put a hay wagon between
himself and the five men. Well, he thought, it had to happen.

He watched Morgan Harpe and his four brothers
looking at Texas Jack’s train. It had been a good three years since
he’d run across the Harpe brothers down in Indian Territory. There
had been six brothers then. Lassiter had killed Noah Harpe when all
six of them had crept up on his camp at night and tried to do him
in. The Harpes were like that. From the first day they’d climbed
down out of the Ozarks they’d been murdering and stealing, but
mostly murdering. It was said they would murder a man for an old
pair of boots. Lassiter knew better than that. The Harpes would
torture and murder a man for the fun of it.

Lassiter edged away from the wagon and headed
for the hotel without looking back. He knew damn well the Harpes
hadn’t come to Abilene to listen to Texas Jack sound off about how
big he was. The Harpes weren’t real buffalo hunters. It was more
their style to wait until some other men loaded up their hides,
then cut down on them. On the face of it, they were more suited to
bushwhacking and night-crawling then robbing trains. They were just
mean enough and dumb enough to try it, and spoil everything.

Moseley and Kingsley were upstairs. Kingsley
wanted to talk about the train. Lassiter cut him off. “Not now,
Oren,” he said. “You go out and find Murphy and Winters. Never mind
about Flowers. Tell them to get up here on the double.”

Kingsley left without asking questions.

“Trouble?” Moseley asked.

“You know what Morgan Harpe and his
brothers look like?” Lassiter demanded.

Cal Moseley whistled. “Yeah, I know how they
look. I guess you do too, from what I hear.”

“That ain’t why I’m asking. They’re
down at the depot right now. I think the crazy bastards mean to rob
that train. What I want you to do is keep an eye on them. If they
ride out of town you follow. If they’re still in the buffalo
business, it’s likely they have some wagons out on the
prairie.”

“What you aim to do,
Lassiter?”

“What do you think?” Lassiter
asked.

“That’s what I thought,” Cal Moseley
said, fingering his scarred, twisted neck, as if the talk of
trouble brought back bad memories.

“Don’t waste time, Cal,” Lassiter said.
“We do this right or you can forget about the money. We move when
you bring the good word.”


Chapter
Five

Howey Winters had a heavy Remington-Schuetzen
rifle with a detachable stock. The little killer took the
blanket-wrapped weapon out of his trunk, clicked the stock into
place, and worked the under lever five times—fast.

The modified Remington-Hepburn was a
beautiful gun. Lassiter had seen less than a dozen on the whole
frontier. They used the Remington-Schuetzen in competition matches
back east. It was a distance weapon, maybe the most accurate long
gun in existence. Winters loved that gun as another man might love
a woman. Lassiter didn’t see any reason why he shouldn’t. It had
brought him a lot of murder money in his time.

With the big rifle in his hands,
the pasty-faced killer was cockier than ever. “Look,” he said to
Lassiter, “what’s all this fuss about these Harpes. Man, the minute old Cal says
where they’re at, why I’ll just lay out there under a blanket and
douse their lights one by one. Five shots, five dead brothers. With
my baby here I don’t even have to get close. Those dirty birds
won’t know what hit them.”

Lassiter didn’t doubt for a moment that
Handsome Howey could do it. Winters had knocked down more than a
few good and bad men with the big rifle. He knew for a fact that
Winters had dropped the Governor of a Mexican State and three of
his aides at a range of nearly two hundred yards. Killing the
Harpes would be no problem for Handsome Howey. Even if he missed
one or two of them, which was goddamned unlikely, the rat-mouth
killer would wait and nail them the first time they showed
themselves.

“Winters is right,” T. J. Murphy said,
filling his glass so full it slopped over. “The little bastard is
right, much as I hate to say it.”

Winters knew better than to point the empty
rifle at the Irishman. Instead he shook it, and said, “Look, you
thick Mick ...”

Murphy swallowed his drink and started to
laugh. “Listen to the nance, will you.”

“Everybody button up,”
Lassiter said, knowing that Winters was right and piss-burned at
himself for going against it. He was ready to do it, and do it ten
times over, if there was absolutely no other way. He knew damn well
there wasn’t but the final say on that was up to the Harpes.
Killing—five clean bullets from the big rifle—was too good for the
Harpes. A man didn’t have to be a killer like Winters or a savage like
Murphy to know that. Even so, he didn’t work that way.

The only one who didn’t have an opinion was
Juno Flowers. The morose safe-blower sat nursing his drink,
following the talk with his unblinking eyes. Lassiter wished the
others would use him as a model.

Kingsley said, “Trains, not guns, are my
line. I’m no killer...”

“Only seventy-three people,” Winters
sneered.

“Are you crazy, man?” the Irishman
asked. “Them Harpes’ll cut you down soon as you show your face.
After what you done to their brother, you’ll be lucky if they kill
you quick. Besides, and I speak as the greedy feller I am, you’re
putting this whole job in danger. Think of the money,
Lassiter.”

Winters had the same thought. “I didn’t come
all the way from St. Louis so’s you can play gunfighter. Use your
head, for Christ’s sake.”

Lassiter finished his drink. “I just listened
to more talk than I usually have a mind to. You all had your say
and now I’m going to tell you something straight off. You do what I
say or get out. I don’t give a stale dog turd if you came around
the Horn for this job. Most likely you got the Harpes pegged right.
Most likely and then some. And I don’t give an ounce of shit for
that. We do it my way or we forget the whole thing. That way is
out.”

Nobody moved and nobody said anything.

“All right then,” Lassiter
said.

There was a knock and Kingsley
let Cal Moseley in. The old twist-neck stock thief had been riding
hard. “Give him a drink,” Lassiter ordered.

“They got a camp about three miles
out,” Mosley said. “Two wagons with mules. And five horses. That
country is mighty flat out there. It ain’t going be easy to ambush
them fellers.”

“What else?” Lassiter asked.

Moseley was indignant. “What else? What else
is there?”

~*~

Juno Flowers didn’t come along. Murphy,
Winters, Kingsley, and Moseley left their horses in a narrow draw
about a quarter of a mile from where the Harpe brothers were camped
beside a creek. Kingsley stayed with the animals while the three
others started out, crouched low at first, then, when it got too
close for that, crawling on their bellies.

Lassiter gave them thirty minutes to get set.
From the mouth of the draw where he sat astride his horse, he could
see the Harpe camp plain enough. He was still piss-burned at
himself for doing what he had to do. He didn’t think at all about
not doing it.

The Irishman took the left spot, Moseley the
right, with Winters in the middle. When they were in position,
Lassiter walked his horse out of the draw and headed toward the
buffalo camp four hundred yards away. Before he had gone a quarter
of that distance, somebody in the camp let out a yell. He began to
wonder if he’d make it all the way to the wagons. Before he got
close enough for them to see who he was, the Harpes might start
shooting, figuring some kind of local law was coming out to take a
look-see. There was a saying that a man didn’t have to be shot more
than once with a .54-caliber buffalo rifle. That big bullet powered
by ninety grains of powder didn’t just kill a man. It took him
apart.

Lassiter kept closing the distance between
himself and the camp. If he’d been more than one man, the Harpes
would be hunkered down behind those wagons by now. One man didn’t
look like much, so they stepped out, bold and big.

Morgan Harpe was the oldest and biggest of
the five brothers. With a beard that reached to his chest and hair
that hung to his shoulders, the leader of the bushwhacking family
might have been an Old Testament prophet, except nobody in the
Bible or anywhere else stank like that. The wind was coming from
the direction of the camp. It brought with it the stench of rotting
buffalo hides and black blood.

Suddenly, Morgan Harpe yelled
something Lassiter couldn’t make out. He didn’t have to understand
the words. He knew what it was. The Harpes knew who was coming to
call. Lassiter remembered what the Irishman said back
in the hotel
room: You’ll
be lucky if they kill you quick.

After the first outburst of
yelling it was quiet. Lassiter kept coming. Now he knew how Custer
must have felt when he woke up that morning and saw those five
thousand Indians looking down his throat. They stood there in front
of the wagons
by the creek, waiting. Every man jack of them had a Big Fifty
Sharps in his hands. It was hard to decide which of them looked
dirtier and meaner. Morgan was supposed to be the smartest, but
that wasn’t saying much.

Morgan Harpe decided Lassiter was close
enough. “Climb down and turn loose of that animal,” the bushwhacker
said, mild enough for someone looking at the man who’d killed his
brother.

“You sure it’s him?” one of the others
asked.

“It’s him certain,” Morgan Harpe said.
Lassiter decided the only thing worse than being killed by the
Harpes would be having to live with them.

“Unbuckle the gun belt,” Morgan said,
showing rotten, snaggled teeth in a wide smile. “Then we have
ourself a nice visit. Just walked right in, didn’t you. Look to be
as how the Lord is answered our prayers. I told you to drop it,
mister.”

“No,” Lassiter said. “No gun. I come
here to talk. You want to listen or not.”

Morgan Harpe still couldn’t altogether
believe it, having Lassiter fall at his feet this way. “Tell you
the truth, mister,” he drawled in his Ozark way. “I been looking
for you so long I don’t rightly know what I wants to do first. Only
believe this good—you going to suffer for what you done to little
Noah.”

Lassiter recalled that “little”
Noah stood six-one and weighed two hundred pounds. And, excepting
the rest of the Harpes, a meaner man never burned a homestead.
Lassiter said, “I guess little Noah got what was coming to him.
Night-crawling a man’s camp that way. I just wish it could have
been more of you, Morgan.”

Lassiter didn’t know the names of the other
Harpes. One of them, maybe the youngest, raised his rifle. “I claim
his boots,” he announced.

“Ease up there, brother,” Morgan said.
“After the way he done Noah—you want to just shoot him. The
Comanches wouldn’t do some of the things I have in mind for this
feller. Only that can wait a bit.”

Morgan Harpe asked, “What was that you wanted
to talk about. Speak your piece before we take off your pants.”

Lassiter said it all together. “You’re here
to have a go at Jack Chandler’s pay-off money. So am I. I think I
can do it and you can’t. Killing homesteaders and selling Indians
to the Mexicans as slaves is one thing. You boys are good at that.
Why don’t you stick to it?”

Morgan Harpe said with a broad grin, “You
mean you ain’t even ready to split half the money should we decide
to leave this lay, which, naturally, we ain’t about to do. Well,
listen here, friend, you couldn’t buy back your life with twice the
money Jack’s got. Oh no, sir, you ain’t going to die this day,
could be not even tomorrow. But we going to start soon with the
cutting and burning and you going to eat your knackers and say you
like it. Now does that answer your question?”

“Sure,” Lassiter said, and
shot Morgan Harpe twice through the chest. Out behind him
two Winchesters started to crack and there was the
boom-boom-boom of Howey Winters’ big rifle. Morgan was dead when he
hit the ground and the four other brothers dropped like stones. Two
of them weren’t altogether dead. Lassiter swung his gun and put
bullets through their heads. Just to make sure, he reloaded and did
the same for the rest of them.

Howey Winters came through the tall grass at
a run. The little killer’s eyes were bright with excitement. He
slapped the curved stock of the Remington-Schuetzen, saying, “How’d
you like that? What d’you think of that? You see the way I dropped
the sons of bitches?”

Lassiter looked at him coldly and Winters
shut up. “Turn loose the animals,” he told Cal Moseley when he and
Murphy got there.

“Had fun, did you Howey?” the Irishman
jeered. “Just as good as straddling a woman, ain’t it?”

“Drop it, T. J.,” Lassiter warned
him.

Kingsley brought up the horses and they
headed back toward Abilene. The bit of business with the Harpes
couldn’t have gone smoother. Time had been wasted, but there was no
helping that. Lassiter rode up front, keeping to himself. Behind,
Winters and Murphy were arguing about one of the shots. Handsome
Howey was claiming all four kills. The Irishman had killed plenty
of men, white and Indian, in his time, and he didn’t like the way
Winters was carrying on.

“For the love of Jesus,”
Murphy was saying. “Didn’t I see my bullet knock the brains
right out of the man’s skull? My bullet took that Harpe feller
right below the eye.”

“Bullshit,” Handsome Howey
commented.

One thing about these boys, Lassiter thought
with sour humor, they got the right spirit.

They split up about two miles from town.
Lassiter went in directly by the main trail. Moseley and Murphy
circled around so they’d come into town at the other end. Winters
and Kingsley spaced out and came in later. Sooner or later, the law
would find those five dead buffalo hunters lying out there on the
prairie. Lassiter didn’t think the law would be interested in the
Harpes. Buffalo hunters were always killing or being killed.

He was still some distance from town when he
heard the thunder of hooves. It started more like a shaking of the
earth than as a sound. The air shook too, a silent shaking at
first, then the thunder of a great herd moving began. The thunder
grew near and strong until it filled up the whole sky. He reached
the end of Texas Street just as the town went wild. That same brass
band was playing down by the loading pens. A locomotive whistle
tried hard to drown out the band. Six-shooters fired in the air
sounded like a small battle. Something like a cannon boomed.
Lassiter thought it was a cannon until he recognized the sound as
railroad torpedoes being struck with a hammer. It was more than
enough noise to start a stampede. Six thousand wild steers wouldn’t
leave much standing in Abilene if they took it into their bony
skulls to go for a run.

Lassiter had been thinking about that for
days. He thought it would be one hell of a shame to have a stampede
at that particular time. He wanted those six thousand steers ready
and waiting when he needed them. If there was any stampeding to be
done, he wanted to do it.

Lassiter knew what a cow looked like. He
didn’t need to see six thousand more. He went upstairs to the room
and waited for the others to get back.


Chapter
Six

Cassie was waiting for him in his room.
Always, after he killed a man, Lassiter found the only way to ease
the tension was to put away some whisky or take a woman to bed.
Cassie was available and that was better than any bottle. He
thought she was available. She would have been if she hadn’t been
so tensed up. Lassiter said he had a sure cure for that.

Cassie didn’t smile. “Is the plan definite
now? I’m like to bust if you say no.”

“Pretty definite,” Lassiter answered.
“Unless something happens to change things—we do it
tonight.”

“There’s one change you should know
about, Lassiter. Texas Jack has moved into the Drover’s Hotel, so
Woodruff the cattle buyer can have the parlor car all to himself.
Jack wants him to have all the comforts while he’s in town. The
pay-off for the cows will begin soon as Woodruff’s men count
them.”

Lassiter didn’t see that anything had
changed, except now they’d be robbing the cattle buyer instead of
Texas Jack. The money was Woodruff’s responsibility until the sale
went through. That was fine by Lassiter. He was just as ready to
rob a man he didn’t know as a man he didn’t like.

“I guess Texas Jack is just plain
lucky,” he said to Cassie. “He’ll still have his six thousand
steers when this is over. If it’s any consolation, sis, we’ll have
to make a mess of his fancy trail.”

There was bitterness in Cassie’s face. “The
bastard’s got it insured.”

Lassiter saw the funny side of it. “I’d like
to help you put the boots to Jack, but we ain’t got the time this
trip.”

Cassie shrugged. “Forty-five thousand should
take some of the edge off. Anyhow, it won’t be so easy for Jack to
sell his cows once word gets ’round Abilene isn’t a safe town for
cattle buyers.”

Lassiter didn’t see it that way. “They can
hardly blame Jack. Nobody gets the kind of protection he’s giving
Woodruff.”

A thought came into Lassiter’s mind, but he
didn’t dwell on it. There were thoughts like that before every big
job.

Cassie didn’t have her brandy bottle along
this time. Some of Lassiter’s red-eye seemed to make her feel
better. She was more like the old raunchy Cassie when she said,
“They can brand his butt and sing ‘Oh, Promise Me,’ for all I care.
As long as I get my share of that money.”

“Now you’re talking, honey,” Lassiter
said.

The whisky and the money-talk brought the
roses back to Cassie’s cheeks. She looked young again, just as
greedy. Lassiter didn’t mind that. Greedy women were greedy for
everything, especially in bed.

“You ever been to San Francisco?” she
asked him.

“Not lately.”

“Maybe we could go there. What a time
we could have.”

“Could be,” Lassiter agreed.

Cassie’s skittishness had passed, and now she
was doing her damnedest to make sure he didn’t run off with her
share of the money. Lassiter hadn’t even thought about it. When
somebody played square with him, so did he. That was how he worked.
Besides, a man with the name of double-crosser didn’t last long in
his business. Cassie knew that or she wouldn’t have sent for him.
But like all women, she wanted to be extra sure.

“Get those pants off, Lassiter,” she
said.

Cassie had always been good in bed. Lassiter
couldn’t remember any time she was better than now. She used every
bed-talent she had to buy extra loyalty. Lassiter was only too
happy to lie back and let her persuade him. Cassie was some
persuader. He thought he might go with her to Frisco. It would get
stale after a week or two, as it did with every woman he had ever
known. A man stayed the third week, he started looking for
something fresh to chew on. Why the hell not go to Frisco? He was a
man of means, with forty-five thousand as good as in the bank. Or
at least in his saddlebags.

“Time you got started, sis,” he said
finally. “We meet as arranged at the farmhouse on the Dillon Road.
We can talk about California after the loot is divvied
up.”

“When do you think you’ll get there?”
Cassie wanted to know. “Make it quick, will you?”

Pulling on his pants, Lassiter said, “No
later than midnight. If we don’t make it by twelve, the latest one,
we won’t be coming.”

“So long, Lassiter,” Cassie said,
putting strength into the goodbye kiss. “We had some good times,
didn’t we?”

After she left, Lassiter went down the hall
to the other room. They were waiting for him. Now that the big job
was dead ahead, they were acting more like a team of professionals.
Even Murphy and Winters had stopped their cross-talk.

“We been over this before,” he began.
“Now we go over it again, one step at a time. From Cassie we know
the money is in a Salamander safe in Texas Jack’s railroad car. The
only change is—Jack’s moved to the Drover’s for the time being.
That leaves Woodruff and two guards inside the car. Outside, there
are six or eight men with rifles. The parlor car is uncoupled from
the locomotive and braked now on the private siding. The caboose
with the Gatling gun is standing on another siding, right beside
the parlor car. The locomotive’s been moved down to the
roundhouse.”

Lassiter nodded to Kingsley. “Right or
wrong?”

“That’s how it was fifteen minutes
ago,” Kingsley answered. “Looks like it stays that way till
Woodruff leaves town.”

“Maybe,” Lassiter said.

He continued: “We could take the six or eight
riflemen if that’s all there was. Same thing, maybe, for the
Gatling. One sure thing—we can’t do it cold. So what’s the
answer?”

He looked at Cal Moseley.

Moseley started to talk. “First we start a
stampede. I start a stampede. With a help from Juno’s firecrackers
I get that six thousand-cow herd running and point it straight at
the depot where the parlor car is. After the cows trample the
guards they knock down most of Abilene. That gives us time to do
what we came for.”

“Maybe,” Lassiter said. “You sure the
cows ain’t heavily guarded.”

Cal Moseley grinned, a toothless fox.
“Certain,” he said. “Just a few punchers. Guess they figure the
pens’ll hold them.”

“Make sure you do it right, Cal,”
Lassiter warned the old cowman. “We don’t get that stampede we
don’t have a prayer. That whole town’ll climb all over us. And it
can’t be just any old stampede. Them cows got to be right on
target.”

Old Cal was pissed-off. “I was running off
herds before you was born, Lassiter.”

Lassiter knew Moseley could do it, if any man
could. But there was nothing like a pinch of ginger up the glory
hole to make a man bust a gut trying to do better than last
time.

The Irishman looked impatient.

“What about the horses?” Lassiter asked
him. “You sure you got the right animals?”

T. J. refused to be needled. He knew they
still talked about him in the Cavalry as the best horse-handler
around. “They’re in a boxcar ready to roll soon as Kingsley here
provides the transportation. The station agent thinks they’re going
to Missouri. If you ask me, this is an awful fancy way of doing
things. Why can’t we just take them animals and ride out of here?
All this mucking about with locomotives!”

“I already told you, T. J.” Lassiter
reminded him. “This ain’t just a small town bank we’re fixing to
rob. Woodruff works for the McCoy Company. Old Joseph McCoy won’t
sit on his hands once he hears what’s happened to his money. Old
Joe ain’t never been robbed nor bested in a deal. Not yet anyhow.
He’ll have more rewards on us and more bounty hunters on our tail
than the whole James Gang put together. Not to mention every
rancher and farmers that owns a weapon. We got to have an edge—and
the train gives us that. Gives us a forty mile start and fresh
horses.”

“Do we have to meet the woman?” Howey
Winters complained.

Lassiter ignored him. They’d been over that
several times. “What about it?” he asked Kingsley, the trainman.
“If you don’t think it’ll work, say it now. Don’t say it later
because I won’t listen.”

Lassiter thought it was funny the way they
all came to life when they talked about what they did best.
Kingsley was that way now.

“I can do it,” he answered. “Right
before the stampede we knock out the telegraph going south.
Everything’s going to be wide open in the wake of that herd. I
doubt there’ll be many men fretting about railroad property. Man,
it’ll be a slaughter. All me and Murphy got to do is dress the
part, walk in there, and help ourself to Texas Jack’s fast
locomotive. After that I throw a few switches and couple the car
with the horses.”

“Then you wait,” Lassiter made it
plain. “You wait fifteen minutes after the shooting stops. Then you
let her roll.” He gave Kingsley and the big Irishman a mean grin.
“’Course you can always come and look for us if we don’t show
up.”

“That’ll be the day,” Murphy
said.

Kingsley went on. “Once we get clear of the
yards we dynamite the southbound track. The rails out, the wires
cut—we have a clear run to the jumping-off place.”

“That sounds fine, Oren,”
Lassiter said. He grinned maliciously. “Now comes the hard part.
Here’s how it goes. While the rest of you are doing your chores,
Flowers, Winters and me go into action. Fifty yards across the
tracks from Texas Jack’s parlor car is that old stone storehouse.
Kingsley here says the railroad kept blasting powder and dynamite
there until the town made them move it out. You
are
sure it’s empty,
ain’t you, Kingsley?”

Murphy laughed. “If it wasn’t you’d soon find
out.”

“It’s empty,” said Kingsley. “People
piss in it now.”

That seemed definite enough. “The three of us
got to be in there before the herd starts running,” Lassiter went
on. “We can’t wait till after. That would give the two men on the
Gatling gun—and what was left of the others—too much time to get
set again. We have to hit them hard, right in the middle of the
stampede. The stone house is where we have to be. Any place else
we’re stew meat.”

“Sounds great,” Winters
snarled.

“It’ll be dark,” Lassiter said. “They
may spot us. They may not. How the hell do I know. ’Course if
anybody’s got a better plan … ”

They didn’t have any suggestions. Lassiter
didn’t think they would.

“It’s all suppose,” he said. “We
suppose they don’t spot us. There are two slit windows in the stone
house. There was an iron door, but that’s gone. Right when the
stampede’s going good, I open up from one of the windows. That
draws their fire in that direction. Winters doesn’t start shooting
till the flashes tell him where to aim. If Howey doesn’t knock out
that Gatling—we’re dead.”

Handsome Howey smirked like the
puffed-up little killer he was. A deep crease of annoyance appeared
between his colorless eyes when Lassiter said, “If Howey can’t do
it, me and Flowers will have to start throwing Greek Fire, to
light the
way. ’Course that could burn up that parlor car too. That’s why I
don’t want to use it.”

Lassiter poured himself a small drink. He
helped himself to one of the thin cigars in Howey Winters’ vest
pocket. It tasted sort of sweet, but he stayed with it.

“The Cubans soak those in rum,” Winters
bragged. “Cost me seventeen dollars a thousand.”

“All right,” Lassiter continued. “The
outside guards are trampled or shot. The cigar expert here has
killed or maimed the two men on the Gatling gun. That leaves
Woodruff and the two guards inside the parlor car. Woodruff knows
the combination to the safe. We try to blow the door open we risk
killing him. Flowers could do it fancy so we wouldn’t kill him.
There isn’t time. Besides, them two guards ain’t likely to
surrender without a fight. They’re Texas Jack’s men. We got to
smoke them out. Make them open the door.”

Lassiter said, “Now you can talk, Howey.”

The little gun-sharp got up and walked over
to his neat, steel-banded trunk. Reaching into it, he took out a
box of shells. “This,” he said, holding the long, thick bullet
between thumb and forefinger, “is the biggest shell made anywhere.”
Winters sounded like a professor in a school for killers. “It’s
three and a quarter inches long. It’s got seven hundred grains of
lead and a hundred and seventy grains of powder.”

“Christ Almighty,” the Irishman
declared.

Winters was showing off.
Lassiter let him do it. He didn’t care what else the little killer did as long
as he did the job he was hired for.

“And here’s the little beauty that
throws such a slug,” Winters said, bending again and coming up with
a blanket-coddled weapon. “This is a .54-caliber Sharps and if you
don’t think it’ll shoot through Bismarck glass, you’re loco, and
so’s your mother. If it doesn’t do it the first time, it sure as
shooting will do it the second.”

Murphy knew something about guns and the new
bulletproof glass they had invented in Germany to keep their kings
and princes from getting kiboshed by anarchists and other
head-cases. “You shot through Bismarck glass, have you, Howey?” T.
J. enquired.

Winters gloated. “The Army done it with a
Sharps just like this,” he said. “That was back in Washington two
years ago. You ought to read more, Murph.”

Lassiter took over again. “Now there ain’t no
more Bismarck glass—we suppose. The doors are still locked from the
inside. We can’t climb through the window over broken glass with
two guards shooting at us.”

Juno Flowers, usually with nothing to say,
was ahead of him. The gloomy explosives-lover said, “We smoke them
out. Or stink them out or both. Sliced-up celluloid collars wrapped
in wet felt with a fast fuse running through makes the best smoke
bomb you ever saw. The celluloid wants to burn like mad, but the
wet felt won’t let it. You get the foulest smoke short of a burning
skunk—and plenty of it.”

“And we throw in more than one so they
get the idea,” Lassiter said. “Flowers says it works faster’n we
can talk about it. They won’t have much fight left when they
do—Flowers says. Woodruff less than that, I guess. We ask him nice
to open the safe. If he doesn’t, we kill him. We hope he’ll see the
sensible side of it. If not, Flowers will blow the safe with nitro
...”

“And off we go,” Howey Winters chimed
in.

Lassiter had broken his left arm some years
back. Sometimes it hurt. It hurt now. He rubbed it. “Maybe,” he
said. “It’s all a maybe.”

The Irishman heaved his huge frame out of the
ruined wicker chair and stretched his legs. He rubbed his doggy
nose and yawned. “By Jesus,” he announced, “I ain’t had that much
instructin’ since I was a boy at school.”

Howey Winters held up a can of gun oil and
shook it. “What school, T. J.?” he sneered.

Lassiter stepped between them. “Ladies,” he
informed them, “that was just a fast rehearsal, as the traveling
players say. Now we take it slow and easy. Kingsley, you got a
conductor’s watch. Timing, they tell me, is goddamned
important.”

Lassiter’s smile was so warm it would have
hatched an alligator egg.

“Mother of God,” Murphy
said.


Chapter
Seven

Abilene was still celebrating the arrival of
Texas Jack’s big herd. With Texas Jack’s first few rounds of free
drinks to get it started, the town was still spending its own money
to get drunk. The saloons were doing a land office business. Lights
blazed up and down the main stretch of Texas Street. Upstairs over
the saloons the whores hadn’t been off their backs since morning,
except to eat a little to keep up their strength. During the long,
wild afternoon one of Texas Jack’s boys shot and killed the old
colored daddy who swamped out the Alamo Saloon. The sheriff locked
him up and said he’d get fined good for that. The sheriff was sick
of Texans. He didn’t know when he’d been so busy.

At eight-thirty, Moseley,
Kingsley and Murphy drifted down toward the railroad yards. Moseley
went by himself. Lassiter thought it was kind of funny to see the old
stock-thief with his pockets stuffed with Chinese firecrackers.
Kingsley and Murphy carried rolled-up denim coats and hats. When
they got to the quiet end of Texas Street, by the railroad yards,
they put them on. It was dark and quiet in the yards and they moved
confidently like men who knew where they were going.

Winters and Juno Flowers went next, at
eight-forty. Handsome Howey complained about having to leave his
gun trunk behind. Now he carried the blanket-wrapped weapons, the
big Sharps with the shortened barrel and the Remington-Schuetzen,
in an oilskin cover. Walking slowly, Flowers carried the explosives
in a black bag. In their city clothes they looked like a drummer
and maybe a horse doctor on their way to the depot. Abilene was
full of strangers— gamblers, salesmen, reporters, sky-pilots,
speculators, shysters—and nobody paid Winters and Flowers the
slightest heed.

Some distance behind, Lassiter watched them
disappear into the half-darkness of the yards. He walked the rest
of the way slowly, giving them time to get set. On the way he
stopped to roll a smoke, but he didn’t light it. Only the usual
sounds came from the yards. A locomotive letting loose steam. The
clanging of a bell. Dodging the light from the oil lanterns hung
here and there, he waited for a string of freight cars to pass
between the old stone storehouse and the men guarding the parlor
car fifty yards on the other side of the tracks. When the freight
cars passed he was inside the stone building.

The Winchester was hanging inside his coat on
a rawhide thong. He took the coat off and threw it in a corner.

Some of the dim light from the yards found
its way inside the building. “Jesus, this place stinks,” Winters
said. The little killer had unwrapped his weapons and was standing
back from one of the slit windows, sighting on the parlor car and
caboose across the way.

Lassiter took up his position at the other
window. “What about it?” he asked. “How does it look from
here?”

“It’s all right,” Winters answered. “I
just want to get this thing over and out of here. What a frigging
stink!”

Lassiter watched the guards standing in front
of the parlor car. There were eight of them. He figured they would
be piss-burned because they had to watch over that goddamned money
while the rest of the town was getting drunk. That was all to the
good. It could make them careless.

The windows of the parlor car
were all lit up. The shades were pulled down. The cattle buyer was
spending a quiet evening at home. Or so he thought. The freight
that had gone into the yards five minutes before started to come
out again. Lassiter cursed silently when it stopped right in front
of them. He didn’t know why it stopped there. They listened tensely
while the engineer swore at the fireman. Lassiter felt his dry,
hard hands gripping the Winchester. There wasn’t a thing they could
do. At the other window Winters were shaking with anger. “Sweet
Jesus,” he whispered over and over. Lassiter knew how the little bastard
felt. Less than five minutes from now Cal Moseley would start the
herd running.

“They spoil this I’ll kill them both,”
Winters snarled. Lassiter told him to shut up. Just then the door
of the depot office banged open and the station agent yelled at the
engineer to get that dad-blamed train out of there. Lassiter’s
breath came out slowly. He shouldered the Winchester and sighted in
again.

Winters was doing the same thing. Holding his
bag of tricks, Juno Flowers stood with his back against the wall.
The safe-blower wasn’t nervous any longer. Beyond the yards the
huge penned-up herd bawled in the darkness.

The first string of firecrackers went off.
Then the second, then the third. Then there was some shooting as
Cal Moseley cut down on the cowpunchers watching the longhorns. A
sound like a huge groan swept through the herd and the ground
started to shake as thousands of tons of cow flesh began to move.
The firecrackers started again and the thunder grew loud. One of
the guards in front of the parlor car yelled something. Suddenly
the cow pens burst wide open and six thousand fear-crazed longhorns
were headed right for the depot.

Goodbye, town, Lassiter thought.

Like a fast-flowing river, the huge herd
swept over the railroad yards. A river in full flood, it spread
out, thickened and picked up speed, wrecking and tearing apart
everything in its way. At first the guards in front of the parlor
car were confused about what to do. By the time they decided to run
it was too late. Lassiter chewed on a dry cigarette and watched the
herd sweep over them. He listened to their screams and thought
about the money. Maybe he would go to Frisco with Cassie. Maybe
not.

The stone building was like a lighthouse in
the middle of a storm. The flood of bawling cows swept by the open
door. Across the way it boiled up around the parlor car and the
caboose where the Gatling gun was. The heavy cars held steady. The
shades on the parlor car windows snapped up. Lassiter could see the
fat bulk of the frightened cattle buyer and the two guards. “Now,”
he said to Winters.

Lassiter levered fast and fired fast. Just as
he fired the last shot, the Gatling gun started to chatter. A line
of bullets stitched the wall as he ducked back and started to
reload. The Gatling stopped and started again. This time some of
the bullets came through the door, flattening against the back
wall. All it would take was one ricochet to blow them sky high.
Juno’s bag had enough nitro and stick-dynamite to do that. “You got
it yet, Howey?” Lassiter asked.

“In a minute, for Christ’s sake,”
Winters snarled, sighting the big rifle. “Shoot some
more.”

Across the way, while the longhorns thundered
on through, Lassiter saw one of the outside guards crawling up the
steps of the parlor car. The man was pounding on the heavy
steel-lined door. It didn’t open. Lassiter saw no reason to waste a
bullet just to draw the Gatling’s fire. He shot the man, knocking
him clear off the steps.

The Gatling answered right away. Out of the
way, he heard Winters say, “Strut your stuff, baby.” The Gatling
was still spraying the slit window where Lassiter was when Winters
fired. There was a scream and the revolving barrel of the
rapid-fire gun stopped winking. It started again a moment later.
The second gunner was scared. This time he hardly aimed the gun at
all. He ran through a whole strip of bullets, firing as fast as he
could turn the crank, spraying everything in sight with hot lead.
Winters sighted again and fired. The Gatling stopped firing.

“Time to go, Juno,” Lassiter told
Flowers. If there had been time Lassiter would have tested the
Gatling some more. There wasn’t. The man behind the Gatling might
not be dead, might not even be wounded. He might be sitting there
in the dark, behind the gun, waiting for a better
chance.

The tail end of the stampede was out of the
yards now. A few strays ran around bawling. Now it was the town’s
turn to learn how fast six thousand cows could run, how much damage
they could do. Lassiter and Flowers started across the torn-up
yards at a crouching run. They got as far as the tracks when the
Gatling started firing again. Bullets ripped and tore all around
them. “God, I’m hit,” Flowers gasped. Behind them Lassiter heard
Winters firing fast. The Gatling stopped again.

“How bad is it?” Lassiter asked,
supporting the wounded man as they stumbled across the
tracks.

“I don’t know,” Flowers said, wheezing.
“I think I can make it.”

Down past the yards the town was coming
apart. A building began to burn. The lights in the parlor car had
gone out. Winters was firing again, this time with the huge
single-shot Sharps. The first big shell crashed against the
Bismarck glass. Keeping low, Lassiter and Flowers kept going. The
big Sharps fired again. The heavy bullet didn’t ricochet, but it
didn’t go through. Lassiter cursed Winters and his goddamned guns.
Lassiter knew Winters could load and fire faster than that. But he
knew the gun-sharp was trying to put them all in the same place.
The Sharps boomed again and the thick window burst wide open.

The two men inside the car started shooting
through the jagged hole in the glass. Changing back to the
fast-fire Remington, Winters sent them ducking for cover. That gave
Lassiter just enough time to drag Flowers alongside the parlor car.
Flowers was hurt bad all right. Lassiter had to pull hard to pry
the black bag loose from his hand. Opening, he felt the wet-felt
smoke bombs, the shredded celluloid inside, the fuse sticking out
at the end.

Winters stopped firing to reload. One of the
guards fired as Lassiter lit the first fuse and stood up to throw
it. He felt the breeze of the bullet. From across the yards,
Winters fired again. The guard’s body hit the floor of the car with
a crash. Every time Lassiter threw a smoke bomb Winters fired. One
of the bombs hit the glass and bounced into the yard. Lassiter
threw the last bomb and dragged Flowers underneath the car.

“I’ll be back,” he said.

Flowers nodded weakly.

Lassiter crawled along under the car. Thick
oily smoke was pouring from the wrecked window. He crawled until he
reached the steps. Winters ran across the tracks carrying the two
heavy rifles. Inside the car Lassiter could hear choking and
coughing. Winters dropped on one knee and put three fast shots
through the window. Lassiter inched up the steps of the parlor car
and beat on the door. “Open up,” he yelled. “You won’t get another
chance. Be smart, Woodruff.”

Thirty seconds dragged by. Lassiter told them
again. “All right! All right!” a voice said.

Lassiter swung out of the way. The door
opened with a crash and the smoke rushed out. The second guard came
out after it. He came out too fast, with a gun in his hand.
Lassiter shot him dead. “Show yourself, Woodruff,” he yelled.

The cattle buyer’s jowly face showed white
through the black smoke. Lassiter told him to keep his hands up.
Woodruff whined when Lassiter pushed him back inside the car.
Winters followed and took up his position at the window. Lassiter
fanned out the worst of the smoke and touched a match to one of the
gaslights. The dead guard on the floor looked as if somebody had
split his head with an axe. Winters looked at him with professional
interest.

Lassiter dug the muzzle of his Colt into
Woodruff’s belly. “Open it,” he ordered.

“You’ll kill me anyway,” the cattle
buyer whined.

“Maybe,” Lassiter said. “Now open
it.”

“Look at that town burn,” Winters said
at the window.

Grunting, the cattle buyer knelt in front of
the safe. Lassiter had to prod him again before his fat fingers
started to twist the dial. The tumblers clicked, then the fat man
made a mistake and had to begin again. Sweat poured down the back
of his fat neck. Then finally, the heavy door swung open. Lassiter
shoved him out of the way. He reached into the safe and Winters’
big rifle boomed heavily in the enclosed space. Lassiter’s gun came
out fast, hammer back. The fat man was sagging to the floor with a
huge hole in his belly. He still had his hand under his coat.

Winters grinned. “You’re getting careless,
Lassiter,” the little killer said. “Woodruff knew we’d kill him. He
had to try something.”

“You start packing the money,” Lassiter
said. “I got to see to Flowers.”

“That’s mighty trusting of you,
Lassiter.”

“What do you think?”

Winters carried the sack of money. Lassiter
carried Flowers. A man appeared from behind a freight car and fired
at them. Lassiter dodged and Winters fired the long-barreled .32
with his left hand. The man died with a bullet in his head.

By now the town knew something
was up, not just a stampede. With the wounded man
across
his shoulder,
Lassiter wheeled about and saw men running from the end of Texas
Street. Down by the roundhouse, Kingsley was backing the engine up
to the boxcar where the horses were. Winters and Lassiter broke
into a dead run. The heavy coupling links clanged as Kingsley
secured the horse-car.

Murphy leaned out of the cab and roared at
them to get a move on. There was blood on the back of the big
Irishman’s denim coat. Old Cal Moseley was already in the boxcar
with the horses. Winters heaved the sack of money into the car and
climbed in after it. Lassiter pitched Juno Flowers in after it.
Then he was on board too.

“Did you get it, boss? Did you get it?”
the Irishman roared from up front. He ducked in his head as a rifle
bullet whanged off the side of the cab. Other shots sounded as men
poured into the yards. The town of Abilene was good and mad. Old
Cal Moseley fingered his twisted neck.

“Move it! Oh, Christ, move it!” Winters
howled.


Chapter
Eight

There was a blast of white-hot steam as
Kingsley eased up the throttle. Metal screamed. Dragging no weight,
the powerful Mogul locomotive spun its wheels, throwing sparks. The
big driving wheels began to turn, slowly at first, then Kingsley
released more power. The train started to roll.

A minute later it was rolling fast. The big
headlight up front sliced through the darkness. Murphy had a hole
under the right shoulder. He yanked a quart bottle of whisky out of
his coat pocket and broke the neck on the side of the cab. This
time he wasn’t showing off. There wasn’t time to do anything.

The Irishman didn’t know how bad
he was hurt. The pain was bad enough. Frothy blood appeared at the
corners of his mouth when he gagged on the whisky. He let out a
yell that Lassiter could hear back in the boxcar. The Irishman was
crazy all right. Kicking open the firebox, he started to sing some
wild tune, bending and heaving, pitching wood.

Bullets thudded into the back of the boxcar.
Lassiter stuck his head out the side door and looked back. One side
of Texas Street was burning. He could hear the bell on the steam
fire engine clanging. A stray bullet zipped past his face like an
angry bee.

Cal Moseley was trying to quiet the horses.
Up front Kingsley was putting the big engine through its paces. The
noise and the shooting faded behind them. Lassiter braced himself
against the roll of the car. He lit the swinging oil lamp. The thin
yellow light showed Juno Flowers lying on his back on a pile of
hay, just where they’d thrown him.

Winters was more worried about his guns. When
he saw how bad Flowers was, he had an idea. “Is he dead?” he asked
Lassiter.

Lassiter felt the side of
Flowers’ neck. There was a fast, weak pulse. Lassiter ripped open
the dying man’s shirt and felt his heart. It fluttered and skipped
under his fingers. “Not yet,” he said. “He won’t last
long.”

Winters was thinking about the dying man’s
share of the money. But even he didn’t want to come right out and
talk about it. “Poor bastard,” the little killer said. He was a
rotten actor. “Better put him out of his misery. Nothing else we
can do.”

Lassiter looked at him. “He’s got an hour to
die, Howey. Let him do it his own way.”

A shower of sparks blazed past the open door
of the boxcar. Winters was hanging on to the stretch rope that kept
the horses in line. “I’ll do it, Lassiter,” he said, taking the
long-barreled .32 from under his coat.

Lassiter had his feet wide apart
to steady himself. His hands hung loose and relaxed. “Put away that
gun,” he warned Winters. “Or I’ll put you away.”

The sack of money lay on the floor between
them. Winters looked at it and laughed. “Sure, Lassiter,” he said.
“No call for us to quarrel.”

There was a band of tension around Lassiter’s
head. It grew tighter, like drying rawhide. Now that the job was
done he wanted to get his share of the money. He just wanted to get
away from there, from Winters, from all of them. People, any kind
of people, got on his nerves after a while. The same with towns and
saloons and too much talk and noise.

“Sure, Howey,” he said. There was still
about thirty minutes to go, he figured. He sat down beside the
dying man on the heaped-up hay and drank from a bottle. Whisky,
even tobacco, always tasted bitter when the tension was in his
head. He drank some more whisky. He didn’t offer any to Moseley or
Winters.

Winters unwrapped his two rifles
from the blanket and rubbed them with an oily rag. The big rifles
gleamed dully in the yellow light. A trailing spark flew in the
door and landed on Lassiter’s boot. He poured some whisky on it.
Unlike most men, he didn’t get strung-out and talky when the danger
was past. Men like that gave him a pain the sit-spot. The tension in his
head never showed, not unless you knew him well. And nobody
did.

Up front, Murphy was slinging more wood.
Every time he did, there was a roar and a glare. It stopped when he
lacked the door shut. The bottle was half gone. Lassiter could tell
time by inches of whiskey in a bottle. About fifteen minutes
now.

Juno Flowers began to mumble. Lassiter had
seen a lot of men die. The ones who talked too much in life usually
died without saying anything. The quiet ones, like Flowers, seemed
to want to make up for lost time. Flowers thought he was back in
the Civil War. Flowers had fought for the South. “A pleasure and an
honor,” he mumbled.

Lassiter didn’t know what he’d do about
Cassie. It didn’t make a hell of a lot of difference, one way or
the other. Maybe he’d take his forty-five thousand and ride down to
El Paso. The girls in Betsy Shannock’s fancy whorehouse didn’t talk
unless you wanted them to.

The locomotive bell clanged and the train
started to lose speed. The bottle was finished and Lassiter stood
up. Air brakes hissed and the train dragged to a halt. It looked
like everything was working out just fine. Winters was no good with
horses. Lassiter told him to stay the hell out of the way. Murphy
stumbled along the side of the train with a lantern and told
Moseley to start sending down the horses.

Then the horses were down and they were ready
to go. The money was tied across the front of Lassiter’s saddle.
They all kept looking at it. Lassiter was the last to leave the
boxcar. The dying man was still talking. Holding the oil lamp in
one hand, Lassiter drew his gun with the other. Juno Flowers opened
his eyes. Lassiter couldn’t tell if he knew him. He shot Flowers
twice through the head.

Still holding the lamp, he jumped down.
Kingsley’s face was stuck out the side of the engine cab. “Okay?”
he asked. Lassiter nodded and threw the lamp into the boxcar. It
smashed and the hay caught. Kingsley pulled down the throttle and
tied it. The train was moving when he jumped down.

The blazing train rocketed into the darkness.
Long streamers of flame stretched out behind it. After the glare it
was hard to see for a while. By the time their eyes got used to
darkness again the train was a mile away. They all stayed close to
Lassiter. The Irishman was swaying in his saddle, but he kept
going. They had just picked up the narrow trail called Dillon Road
when there was a bright flash and a bombing sound in the
distance.

“That was a right nice locomotive,”
Oren Kingsley commented, riding heavily like a man out of his
element. Juno Flowers wasn’t mentioned.

After they’d been riding for a while, Moseley
asked, “How much longer?”

Lassiter said about an hour. The
farmhouse where they were to meet Cassie had been abandoned for
years. They couldn’t miss it, she said. It was the first house
they’d come to after the railroad. There wasn’t another house for miles.
They would stay there long enough to count the money and divvy it
up. It was all in large bills and wouldn’t take long. It was mighty
considerate of Mr. Woodruff to arrange it like that. One thing
Lassiter hated about robbing small town banks—it took so long to
count the small stuff. Mostly, when he worked alone and there was
no divvy, he didn’t bother. It didn’t last any longer if you knew
how much it was. How long would the forty-five thousand
last?

Murphy had trouble staying aboard his animal.
Lassiter wondered if he’d have to kill him. They couldn’t leave him
to be caught by bounty hunters and company detectives. He had once
seen a man after company detectives got through with him. Every
part of his body was black with cigar burns, even the soles of his
feet. Lassiter grinned. That was the humane side of it. Everybody
who’d seen them pulling the robbery was dead and, with luck or
something, they might never be identified. Not for sure anyway. The
Irishman could spoil that.

A weak light winked up ahead. With the divvy
just minutes away, Winters got excited and spurred his horse. “St.
Louie here I come,” he said. Lassiter told him to shut up and ride
easy.

They could see the shape of the house now,
low and squat, set back from the trail in a grove of trees. Part of
the roof looked to have fallen in. When they got closer, Lassiter
could see the light was a short candle guttering inside a broken
window.

“Space out,” he told them. He drew his
Colt and spun the chamber. There wasn’t a sound except the horses
thudding in the thick dust. The shape of the house got bigger and
they rode on through, past a rotting farm wagon. Nothing
happened.

“Aw come on,” Winters complained.
“What’s all this pussyfooting for? Let’s split up the money and
take off.” He got down off his horse before he was told. The
Irishman fell off his, cursing and laughing. Moseley and Oren
Kingsley waited for Lassiter to make his move.

It looked all right and he was starting to
get down when the short hairs prickled on the back of his neck.
There was a smell. The smell did it. It was the smell of coal oil.
He swing back into the saddle as guns blazed and cracked from three
sides. A match flared and Lassiter killed the man holding it. The
man dropped and the match went out. Then there was another match
and a cut-down barrel of coal oil flamed high in the darkness. A
bullet burned a shallow crease along Lassiter’s ribs. Another took
the hat off his head. He emptied his six-shooter at the gun flashes
nearest him. A man screamed. Lassiter holstered his gun and yanked
the Winchester free of the scabbard. Another bullet took splinters
out of the stock, almost knocked the rifle out of his hand. Trying
to turn the horse, he levered and fired.

Murphy was up on his feet,
shooting with both hands. A rain of bullets slammed into his thick
body, but he didn’t go down. Cornered, Winters was screaming like
the rat he was. His horse bucked and plunged as he tried to climb into the
saddle. Winters knew he was going to die. That gave him rat
courage. Dodging and twisting, he stayed on his feet for more than
ten seconds. A shotgun boomed and Howey Winters lost his
head.

Murphy lurched and stumbled with empty guns
in his hands. Then a rifle bullet tore away the side of his skull
and he fell like a tree. Lassiter wheeled his horse around as Oren
Kingsley dropped from his saddle. They got Kingsley’s horse too.
Cal Moseley was already dead. Lassiter felt his horse jerk as a
bullet sliced through its neck. The dying animal started to run.
Lead nicked the tip of Lassiter’s left ear. The blood felt hot and
greasy on his neck. One-handing the rifle, he pegged a quick shot
at the blazing barrel of coal oil. It blew up and the house started
to burn. The dying horse took Lassiter out of there. A man dressed
in black ran into the circle of light and fired at him. Lassiter
couldn’t make him out. He missed though. Lassiter’s horse died and
dropped, throwing him. There wasn’t time to think about the money
sack lashed to the front of the saddle. They were coming after him
now. Bullets whacked into the dead horse and scattered the dust.
Lassiter grabbed up the rifle and ran.

Out in the darkness the ambushers weren’t so
brave. Lassiter vaulted a split-rail fence and crouched down behind
it. He thumbed a load of shells into the Winchester and waited,
breathing hard. A shower of burning brands exploded into the night
sky as the gutted farmhouse collapsed.

That was the last light there was. Outlined
against it he saw the shapes of men and horses. About ten of both,
he figured. He still couldn’t make them out. Two of the eager ones
started to ride after him. He dropped both of them and started
running again.

He knew he didn’t have a chance, but he kept
on going. Dark or not, they could run him down on the open prairie.
Or they could wait till sunup and run him down the easy way. A man
on foot couldn’t get very far. Without a horse, without water, he
was a soft target.

Flat in the waving prairie grass, he waited
and listened. He cursed softly when he heard them riding away. He
waited some more, thinking it was a trick. They might be riding out
wide, hoping to take him from all sides. While he waited the sound
of the horses died away. The wind came up and it was cold on the
prairie.

Lassiter rubbed his hands together, trying to
stay warm while he figured a few things out. Those few things had
got kind of complicated. It looked that way from where he was now.
It smelled like a double-cross, but since he didn’t know for sure,
he didn’t decide about Cassie. The others were all dead. It wasn’t
any of them. Only a fool would set up an ambush and then ride into
it himself. He thought of Winters, Murphy, Kingsley, and Moseley,
now being packed back to Abilene.

There were several explanations
that came to mind. Cassie might have set it up. If she hadn’t, then
who in the hell were the ambushers? Lassiter stopped thinking about
it. Nothing wore out a man faster than having his mind go ’round in circles,
like a pup chasing its tail. One thing was damn sure—he was going
to have a little talk with Cassie.

Two coyotes began a duet. Lassiter waited and
listened. After the best part of two hours he got up and stretched
his cramped legs. Abilene was more than forty miles that way. He
started back for the burned-out farmhouse. Some of them might still
be there, waiting. They might have ridden off a ways, then come
back on foot. He started back anyway, rifle at the ready.

He vaulted over the split-rail fence. Red
coals glowed in the darkness. That was all that was left of the
house. The dead horse was the first thing he came to. They had
taken the saddle but left the rest of his gear. Poking about, he
found the canteen, still full. After he drank he wet his bandana
and wiped the dried blood off his neck. The nicked earlobe was
swollen, and ached with dull pain. The crease along his ribs was
nothing more than that. The bullet hadn’t even touched the bones.
It was more like a burn than a wound.

He cocked the rifle when he heard a sound out
behind the ruins of the house. The smell of coal oil was still
strong. He relaxed and set down the hammer of the Winchester when
he saw it was a horse still saddled, Cal Moseley’s animal. The
horse was skittish and Lassiter thought of that forty-mile walk
between him and Abilene. “Easy boy,” he said.

Lassiter stayed still and spoke horse-talk.
When he tried to edge forward the animal backed away, shaking its
head and pawing the ground. He shook the canteen and talked soft to
the animal. It whinnied at the sound of water. Lassiter unstoppered
the canteen and poured a trickle of water into his hat. He did it
slowly, coaxing the scary animal. He poured a little more water,
splashing it thin and high. This time he didn’t move. He let the
animal come to him.

Well now, Lassiter thought, that wasn’t so
bad. Things were beginning to look up. He didn’t know if he would
get another crack at that bale of money. Money or no money, there
were questions had to be asked—and answered —before he decided what
to do next. Losing the money was one of those things a man had to
expect in the sort of business he was in. There would be other
cattle drives, other payrolls, other gold shipments, other banks.
Losing the money, by itself, didn’t cause him any grief. If it was
a plain case of bad luck—say those ambushers were stray local law
or bounty hunters that happened along-well, then, he’d just have to
take it that way. Getting shot up by the law was nothing to take
personally. But if Cassie—or someone—had brought him all the way to
Kansas to use as a goat, that was altogether different. That made
it personal. Lassiter was a professional—he admired a smart
double-cross—but a man had to do something about it, if that’s what
it was. A man couldn’t let them sit back and figure him for a
fool.

Mounting up, he started back for Abilene.


Chapter
Nine

He crossed the railroad after following the
Dillon Road back from the farmhouse. The telegraph wires hummed in
the darkness. There was no other sound. He walked the horse across
the right of way to where the old trail picked up on the other
side. A mile from there he got back on the main trail going north
to Abilene.

Once, he ducked his horse behind a scatter of
rocks and held its nose when a group of horsemen rode by. They were
traveling fast, even in the dark, and Lassiter would have bet money
they were looking for him and the others. They didn’t look to be
the same bunch that had done the ambushing. This bunch were riding
too close and making too much noise to be professional manhunters.
Most likely they were farmers or small ranchers with pictures of
big reward money in their heads.

Traveling cautious, Lassiter made twenty
miles before first light. This was settled farming country, most of
it, not a bit like the vast sun-blasted deserts of Arizona and New
Mexico, where a man could go for days without seeing another human
being, hostile or friendly. Kansas didn’t suit him much and he’d be
glad when he could turn his mount and head back south.

He made cold camp just as the sun was coming
up. Tired and hungry, he would have settled for a long hard drink
of whisky. There was nothing to eat in Moseley’s saddlebags, and
nothing to drink. A search turned up nothing but a hunk of black
chewing tobacco. It was better than nothing and he worked on that
for a bit, huddled in the dead man’s blanket roll in the shade of a
cottonwood cluster beside a muddy creek.

The black flies gave him some trouble at
first. They went away when the sun came up full. He wondered if
Abilene knew him by name and description. If Cassie—or someone—had
staged that ambush, knowing they were coming, it was dead certain
they knew who he was. That made the whole thing kind of chancy.
Everything sure as hell pointed to Cassie, but Lassiter never
jumped the gun about anything, just as he never took anything for
granted.

He had known Cassie a lot of
years. They’d been through good and bad times together. They went
back a long way, and that should count for something, but Lassiter
knew better than that. People got older and sometimes that changed
them. It wasn’t anything to fret about. It was a fact, something that
happened, like the sun coming up every morning.

Cassie had always been a greedy little bitch.
So was he, in a different sort of way. Money—well, no, the getting
of money and the spending of it was what he lived for. But that
hadn’t turned him into a double-crosser and back-shooter. People
were all the same, he guessed, and they were all different. If
Cassie had set up this double-cross, she would have to be reminded
that he hadn’t changed. Having yourself killed was a drastic way to
be reminded of something.

Lassiter wasn’t all that keen on killing
Cassie, double-crosser or not—what else could he do? Cassie was no
amateur. She knew the rules about as well as he did. It was a high
stakes game. When you lost, you lost big. There wasn’t anything
bigger than losing your life.

Lassiter slept for three hours and when he
woke up he knew he was going into Abilene by daylight. There was
one edge he had—they wouldn’t be looking for him in a town he’d
recently robbed and wrecked. They might not hang him for robbing
the cattle buyer. They sure as shooting would string him up for
wrecking the town. Lassiter didn’t mean to give them the chance to
decide.

Lassiter rooted through old
Cal’s war bag and came up with something like a change of duds. The
old stock-thief had been living a town life in recent years, but he
still toted around some go-to-meeting clothes in his war bag. Or
maybe he’d never taken them out of there. They smelled that way to
Lassiter, musty and too long without a breath of fresh air. There was a
more or less clean white shirt, a badly folded black frock coat,
and a shapeless black wool hat without band or lining. Digging
deep, Lassiter found a crumpled, stand-up paper collar and a patent
leather cravat.

He tried fitting the paper collar to the
smudgy linen shirt. Lassiter was lean but old Cal had been
hunger-thin, and it wouldn’t work. The out-of-date frock coat was
long enough and fit pretty good, except for strain across the
shoulders and some bunching under the arms. Lassiter hated to put
on that goddamned wool hat. It made him feel—and look, he guessed—
like a fool. Well I’ll be damned, he thought when he stuffed his
own hat into the dead stock-thief’s war bag and found a pair of
badly bent spectacles.

He tried on old Cal’s hideaway glasses and
couldn’t see a thing. It looked as if Cal had been closer to the
rocking chair age than he’d figured. He wondered why Cal Moseley
had any kind of glasses, since the old buzzard hadn’t been able to
read or write his own name. Lassiter slid the steel-rimmed glasses
down on his nose and, feeling foolish, bent his shoulders in an old
man’s hump. Without a mirror, he didn’t know if he looked like an
unfrocked preacher, a snake oil peddler, or an unburied corpse.

It would do fine, he decided,
though he wasn’t happy about the possibility of being killed in an
outfit like that. Lassiter’s reputation was the last thing he
worried about, but to have his picture in the Abilene-Sentinel in such a get-up would be a bad end
to any man’s life.

The sun said it was all of two o’clock when
he got near Abilene. More than ever he needed a drink of whisky.
More than that, he wanted to feel his hands around Cassie McCord’s
neck while she explained or failed to explain exactly why a
near-perfect robbery had turned sour just when it was time to split
the take and start smiling. Naturally, he was ready to learn that
Cassie had left town in a hurry. He was ready for that, but he
didn’t think so. He had a hunch that it had started in Abilene, and
would end there.

Lassiter was no actor and he didn’t try to
be. He’d just as soon they hanged him as try to pretend to be
something or somebody he wasn’t. He wondered if the horse would
give him away, even if the Sunday duds got him through this thing
unnoticed. It was a goddamned fine animal, much too good for the
shabby old fraud he looked like now, that he hoped he looked like
now.

The road into town passed by the railroad
yards. There was no doubt that the taking of Mathew Woodruff’s
money was the biggest event Abilene had worried about since the
drought of ’73.

They hadn’t got all of Texas
Jack’s six thousand cows back in the pens yet. Lassiter rode by at
a canter, four-eyed under the droopy hat, bent in the saddle,
coattails flapping in the breeze he stirred up. Fourteen hours had
gone by since the taking of the cattle buyer’s money.
As far as Abilene
was concerned it was still new news.

There was the parlor car just as they had
left it, with the big hole Howey Winters had punched in the
Bismarck-glassed window with the Sharps. The caboose was there too,
looking no different. A man standing behind a camera on a tripod
with a black cloth over his head was telling the sightseers to get
out of the way. The sightseers were yelling back, telling the
photographer to take their picture too, or to go to hell. As
Lassiter rode by, the colonel with the Burnside whiskers came out
of the wrecked parlor car shaking his head.

It was still too recent for the company
detectives to be there. Lassiter saw the thickset sheriff, flanked
by three of his deputies. The sheriff looked at Lassiter as he rode
into town past the yards. Lassiter wasn’t slighted by the sheriff’s
lack of interest. He liked it. He didn’t think he could have acted
the character that went with the clothes, if the sheriff had been
interested enough to ask his name, and his business in Abilene.

Lassiter started along Texas Street. Now he
knew how a town looked after six thousand longhorns had run over
it. It hadn’t been much of a town anyway. The stampede must have
killed more than the gunmen guarding the train. That didn’t bother
Lassiter. People were born to die, and a nice quick stampede was
every bit as good as blackwater fever, or lung fever, or brain
fever, or a knot in the guts, or a cancer of the heart.

One whole side of Texas Street was knocked
down, part by fire, part by running cows. The Thompson Hotel where
Cassie lived, or had lived, was still standing. The porch had been
partly swept away, but the hotel was built of brick, the only hotel
in town so built, and it looked like a hotel that needed only a
fine front porch to make it look right.

Past that was The Pearl, a saloon Lassiter
had never been in. He went there now, to have the drink of whisky
he’d been thinking about since the sack of money had turned up
missing. If Cassie was at the Thompson Hotel, she could wait a
while longer. If not, she could wait a while longer.

Lassiter knew he was a rotten actor. He tried
anyway, trying to remember how he must have sounded when he spoke
when he first came west. “Didn’t know they had cyclones this time
of year,” he said to the bartender in The Pearl who drew his beer,
then poured his whisky.

“Cyclone,” said the drink-pourer. “You
must be new in town, old-timer.” The bartender sounded proud. “How
many towns you seen can take a stampede of six thousand cows and
pour you a drink the morning after? Not to mention the biggest
robbery in the history of the state. By cracky, wouldn’t I like to
have some of that money. They got the whole bunch except the one
with the money. That feller got clean away. Three hundred and
eighty thousand is what that feller got. Think about it,
old-timer—three hundred-eighty thousand dollars! Ain’t that
something to think about?”

“The Lord’s business is more important,
but a heap of money it is,” Lassiter said to the barkeep. “Think of
the tabernacle could be raised with such a sum? T’would make the
Saints of Utah hang they heads in shame.”

The barkeep set down the bottle in front of
Lassiter. “Texas Jack’s boys got all of them but the one with the
money.” The bottle custodian was as excited as if the money had
been his own. “They packed them back to town this morning but nary
a smell of the money did they have.”

Cassie? Texas Jack? Lassiter lingered on his
second drink of whisky. There was no harm in asking, not with the
bartender sounding off the way he was. “Must be a right smart
feller, God forgive his avarice, not only robbing such a sum but
getting away with it.”

“By George,” Lassiter said, shaking his
head. “Have a drink or a cigar or something, barkeep. Usually I
don’t hold with smoking, but, now, ain’t that
something!”

The bartender said he didn’t smoke. Didn’t
smoke usually, like the man said, but, well, he’d have a drink, it
being such a special occasion and all.

Lassiter raised his glass as the bartender
drank his own poison. The barkeep bought Lassiter a drink and they
mulled over the robbery.

“Who is this feller anyway?” Lassiter
asked. “You sure it ain’t Jesse James?”

“It’s Lassiter,” the
barkeep said. “A feller goes by the name of Lassiter. You
ever hear of him, ’cause I ain’t.”

“No,” Lassiter said, thinking some.
“But a name don’t mean much. I say it’s the James boys and you can
say what you like. There was talk of the Quantrills some days back,
and you know them James fellers and the Colonel’s son is thicker
than thieves.” Lassiter corrected himself. “Least as thick. As
thieves, I mean to say.”

“You want another?” the barkeep
asked.

The barkeep poured. He winked at Lassiter.
Lassiter winked back. Lassiter’s spectacles kept slipping and he
adjusted them again. The barkeep poured himself a drink and put it
away fast.

“Forget about the James boys,” the
bartender said solemnly. “This was done by a feller name of
Lassiter. A real hardcase from down south. They got men all over
looking for him right now.”

Lassiter signaled for another drink. “They
ain’t a-going to catch Jesse,” he said.

“It’s Lassiter, for Christ’ sake,” the
barkeep said. “And he ain’t about to get away with it. Ain’t a man
alive can get away with four hundred eighty thousand
dollars.”

“How much?” Lassiter asked.

“More than that,” the barkeep
said.

Lassiter had to pass the
sheriff’s office and jail to get to the Thompson Hotel. He couldn’t
say it wasn’t interesting. One deputy was nailing up a wanted
poster for a robber named Lassiter while two others were setting
his four friends out to take the air on an undertaker’s
cooling boards. Of course, Kingsley, Murphy, Moseley, and Winters
had cooled some time ago. Now they were stiff as the boards they
were lying on.

The same photographer was trying to take
pictures, and was having the same problems. Stopping to look at his
four departed associates, Lassiter wondered if some day he would
end up on a cooling board like that. So many hardcases had, and
did, and would.

At the Thompson Hotel he asked the day clerk
if Miss McCord was up yet. Cassie never did like to get up early,
then, or, he guessed, now. Lassiter wondered how Texas Jack was
taking all the excitement.

The elderly room clerk frowned at Lassiter.
“Miss McCord has been up for some time,” he said. “She’s having
breakfast now.”

Lassiter looked over the top of his
spectacles, and smiled. It was the best he could do, feeling the
way he did. “It’s all right,” he said, feeling as foolish as he
ever would. “I’m her brother—the Reverend Jeremiah McCord from
Apple Valley, Alabama. We don’t have the apples anymore, but the
valley is beautiful as ever. Come and see us, you hear?”

Lassiter went upstairs and knocked on
Cassie’s door. He put his hand over his mouth when she asked who
was there. He did it a second time. Cassie had a bad temper. When
she opened the door, she had a piece of toasted bread in her hand
and she looked ready to hit him with it.

“Wrong room,” she started to
say.

“Got any coffee?” Lassiter asked. By
then it was too late for Cassie to do anything but nod her
head.


Chapter
Ten

“Look Deacon, you’ll get into trouble
for this,” Cassie said, still not recognizing him. She wasn’t
scared and she wasn’t mad: Cassie’s door had been forced too often
for that. She was trying reason. Soon she would use the
knee.

She gasped when he took his glasses off and
threw the wool hat into a corner. It was a good act—if it was an
act.

Throwing herself into his arms, she clutched
him tight and said, “Oh Jesus, Lassiter,” she called out, shaking
as she said it. “I didn’t think I was ever going to see you alive
again. Oh Jesus, Lassiter, you’re alive.”

Lassiter held her at arms’ length and smiled
at her. “Us bad pennies,” he said.

She tried to grab him again, teary-eyed and
frantic. Lassiter held her off. “A drink, old friend,” he said. He
turned the key in the lock and put it in his pocket. “After that we
can talk.”

She came at him again. He didn’t fight the
hug she gave him, but he cut it short.

“I know! I know!” she said. “A
drink.”

There were three bottles on top of a walnut
stand. Cassie picked up two, then all of them. She shook the
bottles at him.

“Whisky,” Lassiter said, in no hurry at
all. If he had to kill Cassie, where was the hurry?

Lassiter was pretty sure now. Cassie poured
too much whisky into the glass and then she dropped it. Lassiter,
comfortable in a fat chair by the door, watched her bend for the
spilled glass.

“I could cry,” Cassie said, fetching
the drink right. Her hands were shaking. “Oh God, all those men
dead and the money gone.”

The roses were back in Cassie’s cheeks, and
there was nothing Lassiter liked more than a pretty woman. Cassie
poured herself a drink. After she downed it, she said, “I waited
and waited at that farmhouse, Lassiter. All I could think of was
you and me in San Francisco. Then I heard them coming. At first I
thought it was you. When I saw it wasn’t, I just got out of there,
fast as I could.”

Lassiter liked the chair he was in. Cassie’s
whiskey was good, definitely not from a bar bottle. For a girl
cast-off by Texas Jack, she was doing all right for herself.

“At first I was sure it
was you,” Cassie said. “At the farmhouse, I mean. You don’t know
what it’s like, to be thinking of San Francisco,
Lassiter—Nob Hill
and everything, you know—and then you have to ride off with nothing
at all.”

“I can imagine,” Lassiter
said.

Cassie said, “You got to get away. The whole
country’s looking for you. You must be crazy to come back here.
They don’t have a thing on me but they know you, Lassiter. I don’t
know how they know but they do.” Cassie laughed. “I guess Texas
Jack can’t be robbed after all.”

There was no reason to do
anything just yet. The whiskey was good and so was the company. He
waved Cassie forward with the bottle. The label on the bottle
read: de
Mores Whiskey—A
Quality Brand.

Cassie was good as gold. This time her hand
was steady when she poured the drink, and she said, “I got you into
this, Lassiter, and I’ll get you out. I got a little something
saved. It’s in the hotel safe downstairs. You’re welcome to any or
all of it.”

Cassie started for the door.

“I wouldn’t hear of it,” Lassiter said,
easy in his chair, drinking and relaxed. “You been square with me,
old friend, old bedmate, and that means a lot to a man, no matter
how bad things are. If I do say so, sis, they’re none too good
right now.”

Lassiter smacked his lips over Cassie’s good
whisky. “That don’t include the whisky,” he said.

Cassie got agitated again. She’d always been
like that, bold and nervous at the same time. She found her nerve,
then she lost it, then she got it back.

“You got to leave Abilene, Lassiter,”
she said. “That’s what I’m fixing to do. I’m sick of this
town.”

Lassiter sat up in his chair. “Why’d you do
it?” he asked. The tone was quiet, but Cassie knew Lassiter. On the
other hand, he thought, maybe she didn’t know him well enough.

Cassie’s voice faltered. “What?” she said,
going white. “What was that?”

There was no reproach, no threat in
Lassiter’s voice. “I think you did it, sis. I think you set me
up.”

She started to laugh and didn’t make it.
“You’re crazy,” she said. “My God—this is Cassie you’re talking
to.”

Batting her eyes like the heroine in a tent
show, she took a step toward him. Lassiter didn’t do anything to
stop her. She stopped anyway. Not being able to persuade a man with
her body left Cassie at a loss.

“You pour,” Lassiter suggested, holding
out his glass.

Her hand shook. “Aw, you’re joshing me,
Lassiter. You scared me for a minute.”

Cassie was trying hard to find her nerve
again. A drink seemed to help. “You know you’re crazy,” she said.
The smile she threw at him was brimming with affection.

Lassiter held up his hand. “Can
it,” he said. “Where’s the money? I don’t know what your share
comes to. I don’t care, long as it ain’t too small. No more talk,
Cassie, and no more tricks. Be smart, sis—I don’t get that money, you die here
and now.”

“You’d kill a woman?” she said, hate in
her eyes.

“Sure thing, honey.”

Cassie took the drink and walked up and down
for a while. She sat down at her dressing table.

“If there’s a gun in that drawer, you
better leave it there,” Lassiter suggested.

Cassie turned foxy. “Suppose—just suppose I
have the money. Part of it anyway. Would you consider a split?”

Lassiter shook his head. “The original deal’s
no good now. You sort of canceled our contract when you set up that
ambush. I want all of it, sis—every little dollar. And let that be
a lesson to you. Now where is it?”

“You son of a bitch,” she rasped,
greedy enough to be brave a little longer. “Go ahead—kill
me.”

Lassiter set down his empty glass. It seemed
like such a long time since the good times in El Paso. Cassie’s
eyes went wide when he showed her the Bowie knife. “Maybe I won’t
kill you,” Lassiter said, meaning it. “Maybe I’ll just mark that
pretty face of yours. You figure the money is worth that?”

Cassie opened her mouth to scream but no
sound came out. Before she could try it again Lassiter’s hand was
clamped hard across her mouth, shutting off the air. To remind her
that he wasn’t fooling, he put the big blade across the back of her
neck. Cassie shuddered.

Lassiter said, “This is about the last chance
you get. Nod your head if you’re ready to talk.”

Cassie nodded her head and Lassiter took his
hand away. “Let me start you off,” Lassiter said. He talked with
the knife in his hand. “Texas Jack set the whole thing up and you
helped him.”

Cassie didn’t say anything. Lassiter didn’t
bother to get an answer. “With the kind of rep Jack’s got, he had
to make it look good. He had to make it look so good that nobody in
his right mind would suspect he was behind it. Otherwise he’d be
finished in the cattle business. He’d have company detectives on
his neck for the rest of his life. He’d be finished in politics.
That’s why all the guns and guards.”

Lassiter went on. “On the other hand, Jack
meant to get that money. He knew the kind of contacts you had. So
you told him the one man could do it was this feller Lassiter. He
could get through the guns and guards and take the train. Another
useful thing about this Lassiter—he wouldn’t just take the money
and run. No, sir, this feller Lassiter would stay around for the
split. The rest is easy. Lassiter and his bunch ride into a trap,
get themselves killed, and the money disappears. The law couldn’t
know how many men robbed that train, so any one of them could ride
off with the money, leaving you and Jack in the clear. Nod your
head, Cassie.”

She did what she was told.

“Just one thing bothers
me,” Lassiter said. “If Jack is rich as folks say he is, why steal
the cattle money? Why that when he can steal legal?”

“Jack put all his cattle money into
business back east,” Cassie said, “and lost it. Jack is next to
flat broke.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Lassiter said.
“’Course you’re forgetting that sack of money. Where’s he keeping
it, sis? Lie to me and I’ll know it.”

“Why not?” Cassie said, the fight going
out of her. “It’s in the parlor car, in the safe. Jack figured
nobody would think of looking there for it.”

“Smart feller, Jack,” Lassiter said.
“Now you talk, honey, and keep it simple.”

“You’re going after that money
again?”

“It’s a thought.”

Cassie started up again. “I was crazy to
cross you, Lassiter,” she said quickly. “Crazy—scared too. You
don’t know how mean Jack can be. Look, I’m telling you everything I
know. If Jack knew he’d do something awful to me.”

“He’ll have to take his turn,” Lassiter
said. “Keep talking, Cassie, and maybe—just maybe—you’ll come out
of this in one piece.”

Cassie saw hope and grabbed it.
“You can still get that money. Jack’s got himself a new locomotive.
He’s making a big fuss about taking the dead cattle buyer back to
his family in Kansas City. Says it’s the least he can do to show
respect for a friend. They’re supposed to load the coffin on the
parlor car sometime today, soon as it’s cleaned up and boards put
over the window. Traveling with the dead man, Jack gets the
money out of Abilene
and makes himself look good.” Cassie paused. “I’m supposed to go
along for the ride.”

A knock sounded on the door. With the knife
at Cassie’s throat, Lassiter told her to ask who it was.

“Dixon Quirly,” a man’s voice said
through the wood.

Lassiter looked around quickly. There was a
small dressing room screened by curtains. “Wait a minute, then open
it,” he said. “Make a move, say anything—and I’ll drop you.
Understand?”

Cassie nodded.

Dixon Quirly came in, sour-faced as ever.
Texas Jack’s top gun didn’t look like a man who’d come into big
money. Gun in hand, Lassiter watched from behind the curtain.
Cassie asked Quirly what he wanted.

“Ain’t you ready yet?” he asked.
“What’s the matter? You look kind of nervous to me.”

“Don’t you worry about me,” Cassie
said. “Now get the hell out of here and let me pack. I don’t want
you in my room.”

Quirly looked mournful. “I came up the back
way,” he said. “I asked you what’s to be nervous about? Getting
rattled at a time like this could be bad. Would be a shame to have
you spoil things, getting rattled.”

“Get out, Quirly,” Cassie ordered
him.

The gunman came closer. Behind
the curtain, Lassiter had to make up his mind about something. He
knew Quirly was going to kill her. He could stop him and forget
about the money. He thought about the old days in El Paso. They didn’t mean
anything, not any more.

Cassie backed away from the killer. “I said
get out. Now you do it. If Jack knew...”

The ghost of a smile appeared on the gunman’s
face. “It was Jack sent me,” he said. Faster than a striking
rattler, a knife dropped into Quirly’s hand from his sleeve. The
thin blade plunged through Cassie’s heart. Her eyes opened wide and
stayed out. Quirly lowered her body to the floor and wiped the
blade carefully on her dress. When he left, he locked the door from
the outside.

Lassiter came out and looked at the dead
woman for a while. He didn’t feel sorry for her. He would have
killed her the same way. Still it was sort of a shame. Cassie had
been one hell of a woman in her day.

It was getting dark outside. He poured
himself a drink and sat down to wait. There was hardly any blood
from the hole in Cassie’s heart. The room smelled of perfume and
whisky. When it was dark enough he left the room and went down the
back way.


Chapter
Eleven

Pretty soon, Lassiter knew, they’d be looking
for a funny looking gent that said he was Cassie McCord’s brother
from Apple Valley, Alabama. The hotel clerk might not remember the
part about the apples. He’d remember enough to start them looking.
If what Cassie said was true, there wasn’t much time to take one
last crack at that money before Texas Jack and his funeral train
took off for Kansas City.

Lassiter went back to where his animal was
tied in front of the saloon. He rode the animal into the alley
between the saloon and the building next door, and quickly shucked
the hat, coat, and shirt. Then he turned the animal loose. There
was no use trying to take the Winchester along.

With his own hat pulled low over his eyes, he
started down Texas Street in the direction of the railroad yards.
There wasn’t time to be cagey about it. He still had one big
edge—they wouldn’t figure him to be in Abilene.

There was a crowd gathered in front of the
Drover’s Hotel. “What time they bringing out the body?” he heard
one man ask another. The other man said he didn’t know—when Texas
Jack was ready, he guessed. He passed the undertakers. The shades
were down but there was light inside and the sound of a saw biting
into wood. The undertaker was working late, trying to keep up with
the brisk demand for coffins. At least one man in town was happy
besides Texas Jack. Lassiter supposed Texas Jack would have a fine
funeral when the time came.

Texas Street ended and beyond that was the
depot, what was left of it, and beyond that the railroad yards and
loading pens spread out in all directions. Lassiter went into the
darkness between the depot and the last house on the street. After
that he went around a loading pen full of restless cows. Five
minutes later, coming in from the other side, he could see the back
of Texas Jack’s parlor car. There was only one guard he could see.
All Lassiter could see was the man’s legs walking up and down in
front of the car. There could be other men inside the car, inside
the caboose too. He didn’t think so. Texas Jack was too smart to
post a lot of guards over a train that was supposed to be empty and
robbed.

Lassiter tried to remember what
the inside of the parlor car looked like. It was divided
into at
least two
compartments. There could be more. He hadn’t been all that
interested the night before. The guard kept walking up and down,
humming as if he hated that tune. Getting rid of the guard could
make some problems when Texas Jack found him missing. Lassiter was
counting that Jack would be too anxious about other things to fret
over it. Anyway, there was no other way to get aboard that
train.

Lassiter picked his way through the darkness,
thankful for the churned-up mud and cow-shit the stampede had left
behind. Once, his boot squelched in the mess and the guard turned
his head. Lassiter stayed where he was, one foot raised. He put it
down easy when the guard started humming again. Finally, he was
right behind the parlor car.

There was light inside but no sound that he
could hear. He put his ear to the side of the car and listened.
Unless they were sitting dead still, there was nobody inside the
car.

The guard, one of Quirly’s riders by the
looks of him, had taken off his hat and was scratching his head. He
hummed some more, then he said, “Shit.” The hat back in place, he
started walking up and down again.

Crouched low, Lassiter went under the car.
The guard heard him coming out and tried to turn around. Lassiter’s
gun barrel cracked him across the back of the neck, and he sagged
into Lassiter’s arms without a sound. Lassiter hit him again,
harder this time, to make sure he really went to sleep. He propped
the guard’s rifle against one of the wheels of the car, to make it
look as if the man had just got sick of the job and walked away.
Next he dragged the unconscious guard far back behind the parlor
car and dropped him behind a pile of wooden ties.

Sightseers had been coming and going all day,
so the doors of the car were unlocked. Pulling his gun, Lassiter
went inside. Nothing moved and nothing happened. The big Salamander
safe, the biggest and toughest there was outside of a bank, sat
gray and heavy against the wall. There was no point thinking about
moving it. Nothing short of a block and tackle could move that
safe. Even if it hadn’t been bolted to the floor.

There was less time than before. Lassiter
found that he’d remembered right about most of the layout. There
was a kind of parlor section that took up most of the car. Past
that, through an archway with looped-back brocade curtains, was
Texas Jack’s sleeping quarters, with a canopied double bed bolted
to the floor. There was even an indoor privy. Lassiter didn’t think
he could hide there and he didn’t want to. What he was looking for
was the compartment where they stored the trunks. A show-off like
Jack would be sure to have a place like that.

He found it—another folding door opening into
space beside the privy. There were two trunks in there, and room
for three. Lassiter climbed in there and pulled the hinged doors
shut. It was about the smallest space he’d been in since that
punishment box at Yuma Prison. He didn’t know how long he could
stand it with his legs bent under him like that.

Before, there hadn’t been enough time. Now
there was too much. Thinking of the girls in Betsy Shannock’s
sporting house in El Paso helped a little. Betsy liked to think she
ran the best cathouse in the whole Southwest, and he guessed she
did Cassie had worked for Betsy for a while in the old days, before
she took up with Jimmy Voss, and he’d killed Jimmy, and …

Lassiter heard them coming. There was
rumbling, like a wagon. He guessed it was the hearse with the dead
cattle buyer’s body. Then there was a lot of talking, then feet
sounding heavy on the iron steps. A voice he didn’t know came in
first, saying, “That’s it, boys. Treat ’er gentle.” That would be
the undertaker directing his men.

Lassiter recognized the next voice as Dixon
Quirly’s. “The son of a bitch must of took off,” it said.

Texas Jack Chandler told him to shut up.

After that silver dollars clinked. Texas Jack
was saying to the coffin-toters, “Thank you, boys, and may God
bless you, one and all. You got Jack Chandler’s thanks, men, and
don’t you forget it.”

The feet went down the iron steps and Texas
Jack said, “Lock the door, Quirly. Then fix me a man-sized
drink.”

Fixing the drink in the galley at the end of
the parlor area, Dixon Quirly said, “I still don’t know what
happened to Stackpole. You said only one man, so I sent Stackpole.
I’d of swore that boy was my best man.”

A bottle rattled against a glass. “I said a
man-sized drink, you sad-faced son of a bitch,” Texas Jack said.
“Where you from anyways, Quirly?”

Quirly’s voice said something Lassiter
couldn’t quite make out. It sounded like “Massachusetts.”

“Any trouble with Cassie?” Texas Jack
asked next.

“Not a bit,” Quirly said.

“They’re backing in the locomotive,”
Texas Jack said, sucking loudly on his drink.

Lassiter stiffened when he heard a woman’s
voice. It was dainty and Southern and it said, “Mr. Quirly’s forgot
me in the drink department, Mr. Chandler.”

Texas Jack let out a bark of laughter, then
brought it down to a chuckle. “Mr. Dear Departed Woodruff getting
you down, honey?” he asked.

The voice was cool. “Just a little bit, Mr.
Chandler. But I would like a teensy old drink.”

“Well, I think that can be arranged,
don’t you Quirly, old shit-face?”

Lassiter figured Jack had taken on quite a
load before he boarded with the dead fat man. He cursed the yard
men for being so slow hooking up the locomotive. It was too quiet
to start crawling out of that trunk space. There just had to be
shooting and he’d just as soon the town of Abilene, all those
still-irate citizens, didn’t know about it. He stayed still where
he was, cursing the stiffness in his legs.

“Hey, Quirly, you think one Texas drink
going to last me all night?” Texas Jack complained to his
black-clad man of all work.

Lassiter could hear them backing
in the locomotive. A muscle in his leg started to twitch. A
Comanche had put an arrow in there some years back. The arrowhead had broken
when it hit the bone. There were still a few pieces in there and
they hurt like hell when it rained too much, or in places like the
punishment hole at Yuma, or in this place.

The parlor car shook as the backed-in
locomotive made contact.

“Do the honors again, will you,
Quirly,” the woman said.

Quirly was getting tired of playing
man-servant. Lassiter grinned when he heard the killer say,
“There’s the bottle, miss. Get it yourself.”

Texas Jack started to laugh. Remembering the
dear he departed, he said, “That ain’t no way, Quirly. Not for the
future Mrs. Jack Chandler it ain’t.”

Lassiter heard Quirly getting up to get the
drink.

“You really mean it, Mr. Chandler?” the
woman said. She sounded more like a girl than a woman. After she
squealed, she apologized. “You really mean it, Mr. Chandler? Truly
mean it, I mean?”

There was the sound of couplings being
dropped into place, and tested.

“We’re off,” Texas Jack said in great
good humor. “Massa Linkin’s funeral train’s on its way.”

“Did you really mean it?” the girl
asked again. “I never dreamt...”

“You ain’t crippled,
Quirly, I don’t suppose,” Texas Jack called out. “In case you
forget, mister, you working for a drinking man. A
Texas drinking man, that is, and they don’t come no drinkiner
than that.”

The girl thought that was about the funniest
thing she’d ever heard. The trunk under him creaked as Lassiter
reached back to massage his painy leg. The girl sounded like such a
goddamned fool he didn’t know if he wanted to kill her. He would if
he had to.

A blast of steam sounded as the driving
wheels began to turn. Lassiter promised himself to stay away from
trains after this. He didn’t know when he’d had so much to do with
trains. In the end, there was nothing like a nice clean bank job.
You walked in with a gun and took the money and rode out. Or you
didn’t. Either way it was simple. Lassiter blamed his bad humor on
the pain in his leg. It was getting pretty bad and he didn’t know
how worse it would be by the time he crawled out of there.

The locomotive didn’t pick up speed for a
while—out of respect for the dead, Lassiter figured. Out past the
yards he felt the throb as the engineer let loose the power. The
clacking of the rail separations came faster together. Pretty soon,
Lassiter thought. He didn’t want to jump off too close to Abilene
and he didn’t want to go all the way to Kansas City or even to the
Kansas line. Topeka would be just about right, maybe a little
before Topeka. It was a shame he couldn’t take all the money in
Jack’s safe. He couldn’t. There was too much of it. No matter how
tight you packed it, there still was too much bulk for a man to
carry and get away unnoticed.

The girl giggled. “Oh, Mr. Chandler,” she
said. There was more giggling. Lassiter thought of the dead cattle
buyer in his box. The girl said again, “You are a caution—you know
that, Mr. Chandler?”

Lassiter couldn’t see a thing, but he could
picture the scene in his head—Texas Jack laying his big paws on the
girl, who giggled every time he did it, and Dixon Quirly sour-faced
as ever, trying not to look.

Texas Jack was laughing fit to die. “Well, we
engaged, ain’t we, honey?”

The girl said something Lassiter couldn’t
hear. He knew what it was.

“Aw, Quirly don’t count,” Texas Jack
said. “That old boy’s more like a monk than a man. Got iron by his
side but none betwixt his legs. Ain’t that right, Quirly. Well,
answer the question, Quirly.”

The girl said something Lassiter couldn’t
make out. When she was trying to wheedle a man she dropped her
voice. But they all did that, this one more than most. Lassiter
figured this one was new with Jack, a replacement for Cassie. She
had to be just picked. Otherwise, Jack wouldn’t be treating her so
gentle.

Jack was out to please her all right.
“Listen, my dear, me and Quirly’s just fooling. Old Dix Quirly
don’t mind a bit, ’cause he knows I’m looking out for his welfare
every minute.”

The girl giggled again.

“Ain’t that right, Quirly?” Texas Jack
wanted to know.

“Anything you say, Jack,” the gunman
said.

Lassiter figured Quirly must be getting paid
pretty good to take that kind of talk from Jack. Quirly could shoot
the eyes out of Jack’s head, but then the money would stop.

“Set ’em up again, Quirly, old pard,”
Jack was saying now. “Don’t stint the booze this time. Me and the
missy here got some heavy plowing to do. We ain’t going to be able
to stop and drink once we gets going good. Me and the missy going
to plow a furrow all the way to Kansas City. ’Course the missy just
going to help. I’ll be the one doing most of the heavy
work.”

Jack roared like a fool. No matter how much
noise the train made Lassiter could always hear Jack. “What do you
say, sweet lips?” Jack inquired.

The train drowned out the girl’s reply.
Lassiter knew it would be yes. With Jack, it had to be yes.

Having Jack bed down with a woman right on
the train was something he hadn’t figured on. As the train picked
up more and more speed, he inched open the door of the rat-hole
where he was, and began to crawl out.


Chapter
Twelve

Even with the noise of the train, it took
some doing to get out of there. If Texas Jack hadn’t been busting a
gut with edgy laughing, it wouldn’t have been possible at all
without being heard. The hinged doors opened easy enough but the
trunk under him squeaked. It squeaked no matter how slow and easy
he moved. He stayed still for a bit. It still squeaked when he
moved again. He let it squeak.

Lassiter was half in and half out, blinking
his eyes to get used to the light. He could see Texas Jack but not
Quirly and not the girl. What he wanted to see was Quirly. Quirly
was the fast one—the one paid to be fast. After the riding Quirly
had taken from Jack—and, worse, from the girl, whoever she was—the
gloomy killer would be madder and faster than ever. Quirly would be
the one to kill first. After that Jack.

Lassiter dragged his cramped legs down off
the trunk. He was in the sleeping compartment with the big,
bolted-down bed. The damn thing even had a canopy on it. He knew he
hadn’t moved a minute too soon, because now Jack was suggesting
that they take a roll in the hay. “Nothing like it to while away a
long train trip,” he was saying.

Lassiter couldn’t see the girl simpering, but
he knew that’s what she was doing.

“I told you pay no heed to Quirly,”
Jack said. Lassiter was close enough to the archway to see most of
what was going on in the next room. Quirly was sitting by the
boarded-up window, his thumbs hooked inside his belt, a look of
total gloom on his lean face. They had taken out the dining table
to make room for the coffin. The coffin stood on two trestles. Jack
sat in a red plush armchair, with his mud-spattered white boots
resting on top of the coffin. The girl, young and pretty in a washy
way, was in another chair on the other side of the
coffin.

“Maybe it ain’t Quirly’s bothering
you,” Texas Jack said. The idea made him bellow with laughter. He
was having such a good time he drummed his boot heels on the lid of
the coffin, making a hollow sound that did sound like a drum.
“Could it be this old feller inside here is making you
shy?”

The girl tittered. To help along the fun,
Jack reached across the coffin and pinched her. Lassiter edged
closer. He could have dropped Quirly from where he was, but that
might give Jack time to go for his gun. He knew he could drop Jack
too, except that wasn’t the idea behind this train ride. With Jack
dead or badly wounded the safe would just sit there.

“Look, honey,” Jack said. “Mr. Woodruff
ain’t a-going to mind. Now you be a good girl and come to bed with
Daddy Jack.”

Lassiter didn’t give her time to answer.
Quirly jerked in his chair when Lassiter stepped through the
archway. But he didn’t go for his gun. “Stay still,” Lassiter said
easily, keeping the gun on Quirly. “Stay comfortable, Jack. Keep
the boots right where they are.”

He had expected the girl to scream. She
didn’t. Jack’s hands lay flat on the arms of the chair, the matched
Colts hidden by his coat. Jack’s eyes bulged a bit and his red face
grew dark. In a moment he forced himself to show his buckteeth in a
dangerous grin.

“You’d be Lassiter,” he
said.

Lassiter spoke to the girl without looking at
her. “You, miss, you get up nice and easy. Then you slide around
that coffin and take Jack’s guns. Don’t get in front of him unless
you want a bullet in the back. After that you take Quirly’s gun.
Then you toss the guns back in the galley and sit down where you
were. Understand?”

“Yes sir,” the girl said.

The train was taking a long curve. Lassiter
braced himself, keeping the gun steady on Quirly’s chest. Texas
Jack’s famous smile slipped as the girl reached from behind the
chair and eased one gun out of its holster, then the other.

Texas Jack put his smile back in place.
“Cassie said you was good. Looks like the old gal knew what she was
talking about. Now look here, Lassiter, you ain’t really going to
take all that money? Why don’t you be a nice feller and let’s us
talk a deal?”

“Be careful with Mr. Quirly,” Lassiter
warned the girl. “He might want to use you as a shield. That’s the
way, miss. Reach over now and take his gun.”

The guns bumped on the metal floor of the
galley and the girl looked at Lassiter. “Not yet,” he said. “We got
to de-fang this snake.” He motioned Quirly to his feet with the
barrel of the gun. Quirly shook the thin-bladed knife from his
sleeve. The girl picked it up and tossed it after the guns. A right
smart girl, Lassiter decided, in spite of the apple-pan-dowdy.

“Start on the safe,” he ordered Texas
Jack. “You want us to talk a deal. My deal is—open that safe and
I’ll let you live.”

Texas Jack didn’t scare easily. “Kill me and
you don’t make a dollar,” he said. “That ain’t no deal you just
offered. Without that money I’m dead anyway. You started out to get
forty-five thousand. All right. Take it and no more arguments.”

Lassiter was sick of Texas Jack, sick of the
whole business. “I’m tired,” he said. “I come a thousand miles to
do a job. Since that time I’ve been set up, lied to, shot at, and
ambushed. I’m so tired I’d just as soon shoot you and forget about
the money. Don’t expect Mr. Quirly here to do anything. Now open
that safe. You got one minute to do it.”

Lassiter was as tired as he sounded. That
made him more dangerous than ever. Texas Jack must have known it.
There was nothing to smile about now. Lassiter watched him
carefully as he bent down in front of the safe and began to spin
the tumblers. When the last one clicked into place, he reached for
the handle, to pull the door open.

“Hold it,” Lassiter said. “You did
fine, Jack. Go back and sit in your chair. Well let the lady do the
honors. That’s right, miss. You’ll see a big canvas sack full of
money. Just drag it out of there, then go back and sit down. If you
happen to see a gun in that safe, don’t even think about
it.”

The girl nodded.

The door swung open and Texas Jack tensed up.
Lassiter relaxed him with a look. The money sack was so heavy the
girl had trouble getting it out. Lassiter thought it was a shame he
couldn’t take all of it. He forced himself to see the practical
side of it. It would be different if he had a horse ready and
waiting. He grinned inside. Nothing slowed down a man on the run
like a big sack of money, especially when it was white canvas
lettered with the cattle company name.

“That’s the girl,” he said when she
finally got it out of the safe. “Before you sit down, you better
open that sack. It could be a sack of chopped-up
newspapers.”

He was being robbed, but Texas Jack saw the
humor in that. “I wish I’d thought to do that,” he said. Lassiter
said, “A feller can’t think of everything.” To the girl he said,
“Not on the floor. Use the coffin.”

The girl opened the drawstring and began to
stack the bundles of money on the polished wood. Quirly was more
interested in Lassiter than the money. Texas Jack licked his lips,
like a miser in a touring play, as the stack of money grew
higher.

“My God,” the girl said, standing back
at last. Her green eyes glittered with excitement. The money lay on
top of the coffin, crisp and clean and new. Lassiter knew what the
girl was thinking about.

He grinned at her. “Help yourself,” he
said.

Texas Jack roared, “You just wait a goddamned
minute, cowboy.”

Lassiter pointed him back in his chair.
Quirly didn’t move. The girl laughed nervously, looking quickly at
Texas Jack, then back at the money. “My God,” she said again,
greedy and scared and confused.

“Go ahead,” Lassiter told her. “This is
the best chance you’ll ever get.”

Veins were standing out on the side of Texas
Jack’s thick neck. It was a pleasure to make Jack suffer, Lassiter
thought. Jack looked from Lassiter’s gun to the girl’s face. It
wasn’t hot in the car, but beads of sweat glistened on her
forehead. She reached out and touched the stack of bills.

“You mean it?” she asked
Lassiter.

“I’ll kill you, bitch,” Texas Jack
roared. “I swear by the Texas Christ I’ll kill you.”

Lassiter was having a fine time. Edging
toward the money, he began to stuff his pockets with bills. The
money was in tens, twenties, fifties, hundreds. He helped himself
from all the paper-wrapped bundles. It was no good just taking
hundreds. He would need some small stuff too.

“Jesus, mister, you ain’t just fooling
me?” the girl said. She looked ready to cry. She knew Texas Jack
meant it when he said he’d kill her.

Lassiter shook his head. “It’ll just be going
to waste,” he said. “I figure old Jack won’t mind. They say he’s
got a heart as big as the State of Texas.”

He leaned against the side of the swaying
car, ready but relaxed, pockets stuffed with money. They’d come a
piece from Abilene. The run to Topeka wasn’t that far, and he’d
have to start making plans soon. The first order of business was to
buy or steal a horse. After that he’d turn the animal south and
head for El Paso.

Making her decision, the girl began to stuff
her bag with money. Maybe watching him had taught her something,
because she didn’t go only for the big bills. Texas Jack watched
her like a maddened grizzly. Every banknote taken from the pile was
like a branding iron put to his fat rump. Even with Lassiter’s gun
staring him in the eye, he couldn’t keep quiet. “This Lassiter’s
making a fool of you,” he growled. “Where the hell you think you
going to run with all that money?”

“Go to hell,” she said. “I’ll run and
maybe they’ll catch me and maybe they won’t. For once in my
goddamned life I’m going to have myself a time. I won’t have to put
up with a pig like you so’s I can eat good food and sleep in a
clean bed.”

The girl turned to Lassiter. “Take me with
you, mister.”

“Not a chance, honey,” Lassiter said.
“You get to jump off when I do, but that’s as far as it goes. After
that you’re on your own.”

Texas Jack laughed and pounded the arms of
the chair with the flat of his hands. Every time he looked at the
girl he started laughing again. “I told you, Missy Linda,” he
howled. “All that money ain’t going do you a bit of good. ’Cause
they don’t allow folks to spend money in the penitentiary.”

“Dry up,” Lassiter said. The girl was
none of his business. He sure as hell wouldn’t kick her out of bed.
At the moment he had no use for her. He thought about Quirly and
Texas Jack. He’d be doing the country a favor if he killed both of
them. If ever two men needed killing—he was looking at them right
now. But doing favors for the community wasn’t and never had been
his line of work. The country was full of men like Quirly and Texas
Jack. It was no skin off his rump if they went on
living.

“Fetch me a drink,” he told the
girl.

There was a wooden clock on the wall over the
safe. Topeka would be about twenty miles up ahead, he figured.
There was no reason for Jack’s train to stop there. All he had to
do was put Quirly and Jack to sleep, then swing down as the
engineer slowed down coming into town. He meant to put Quirly and
Jack into a real deep sleep. If they had thin skulls, they might
never wake up. And that, he thought, would be a sinful shame. The
nice part was that Jack couldn’t run to the law and complain about
being robbed.

“Thanks,” Lassiter said. Jack’s bourbon
was good, strong and easy to get down. The drink he liked best was
tequila, a habit he’d picked up in Mexico, but there was nothing
wrong with good bourbon.

Texas Jack had been thinking about something.
After he chewed it over good, he said to Lassiter, “How much you
think you got in your pockets?”

Holding the gun in his right hand, the glass
in his left, Lassiter said, “Enough to last me.”

“Come to work for me,” Jack said, “and
you’ll see a lot more than that. I got big plans, Lassiter.
Bigger’n you can imagine.”

“I hear you’re flat broke,” Lassiter
said.

Texas Jack laughed. “Bullshit! A man like me
is never broke. Before I’m through I’m going to be the biggest man
in this country. But I can’t do it without a good man to side me.
Quirly ain’t no good except for killing.”

“He’s good at killing
women.”

Jack was talking business now. “Killing’s
fine when it has to be done. But a man needs to know more than
that. You throw in with me, Lassiter, and I’ll fix you up real
good. You don’t want to be on the prod all your life. Why, man,
I’ll even wangle you a full pardon. No more running from the law,
sleeping in cold camps, chewing on rotten jerky. With me you can
step out and live like a man.”

Lassiter said, “What you want is a Quirly
with brains. I think you better stick with the original
Quirly.”

Jack wasn’t ready to give up yet. Without
looking at the gunman, he said, “Forget Quirly. If Quirly bothers
you we’ll get rid of him. Who in hell needs Quirly?”

“Hear that Quirly?” Lassiter called
out. “How’s that for a letter of recommendation for your next
boss?”

Quirly didn’t think it was funny.

Lassiter looked at the clock. It was time.
Already the train was beginning to lose speed. Up front the
engineer let loose a blast so Topeka would know they were coming.
It was time for Quirly and Texas Jack to take a long nap.

“Just turn around, gents,” he ordered
them. “This ain’t going to hurt a bit.”

Jack stood up first. It took Quirly a little
longer. Lassiter stepped toward them.


Chapter
Thirteen

Jack was closer than Quirly. Lassiter raised
the gun to hit him first. Jack jerked his head to one side as
Quirly spun around with a derringer in his hand. The barrel of
Lassiter’s gun crashed against Jack’s shoulder. The big man roared
with pain. Quirly got off one shot before Lassiter could swing his
gun around. The bullet passed under Lassiter’s arm without hitting
him. Lassiter put two bullets through the killer’s chest before he
could fire again. The two forty-fives sent the skinny gunman
crashing back into the galley. With the train whistle blasting when
the guns went off, there was no noise—just deadly puffs of
smoke.

Texas Jack’s huge fist hit Lassiter before he
could turn the gun. Lassiter was big, but Jack was more like a bar
than a man. The next punch caught Lassiter straight in the mouth,
jarring his teeth, snapping his head back. Roaring like a savage
with a skin full of whisky, Jack grabbed Lassiter’s gun hand in
both of his big paws and started to squeeze. Lassiter’s free hand
pounded away, first at Jack’s face, then at his belly. It was like
hitting a tree. Jack didn’t even grunt.

They staggered back and knocked the coffin
off the trestles. Jack bent suddenly and sank his strong yellow
teeth into Lassiter’s arm. The gun dropped from his hand and
bounced across the rocking car. Lassiter hit Jack again in the
face. It didn’t do any good. Jack let loose suddenly and hit
Lassiter with a right and a left. Lassiter shook the fog out of his
head and made a dive for the gun. A kick in the back of the knee
sent him flying across the car. Lassiter caught a glimpse of the
girl struggling to get out of the way.

The gun was under Lassiter now. He rolled
over as Jack’s boot stomped at his face. Lassiter had the gun in
his hand when another kick sent it flying again. Lassiter was on
his knees trying to get up. Jack aimed a kick at his gut and
missed. Lassiter grabbed Jack’s heel and twisted hard. There was a
crash as the big man’s body hit the floor of the car. Lassiter made
another try for the gun. Then Jack’s bulk dropped on him like a
dead horse and the big man’s huge hands closed about his neck.
Lassiter struggled and kicked, but couldn’t break the hold. He
tried to brace the muscles of his neck against the fierce strength
of Jack’s hands. Still choking, Jack dragged his head back, then
slammed it against the floor. The blood pounded in his head as it
hit the floor again.

“How’d you like that, cowboy?” Jack
roared. Lassiter groaned and went limp. The hold relaxed for a
moment. Putting all his strength into it, Lassiter rolled the big
man off his back. Before he could break loose, Jack grabbed him
again. Jack gripped his neck with one hand and clawed for his eyes
with the other, but his hands were slick with sweat, and he didn’t
make it. Lassiter hit Jack under the nose with the heel of his
hand. The big man roared with pain for the first time, and the
blood started to spatter.

Clawing and punching, they staggered to their
feet, then went down again, knocking the girl against the wall.
Jack closed in fast. Lassiter ducked under the outstretched arms.
Coming up under them, he butted Jack in the face with the top of
his head. Jack’s front teeth splintered and broke. Lassiter thought
his skull would explode with pain. Spitting out broken teeth, Jack
hit him again. Jack could have picked up the gun when Lassiter
fell. Instead, he kicked it out of the way. “I’m going to kick the
guts out of you, cowboy,” he roared.

Lassiter dodged a kick in the belly. Jack
slipped in his own blood and fell flat on his back, covering the
gun with his huge bulk. Lassiter stepped in fast and kicked him in
the side of the head. Jack rolled away, roaring, and Lassiter
kicked him in the kidneys. Lassiter’s hand was inches from the gun
when Jack’s kicking feet caught him in the chest and sent him
staggering.

The stack of money had come loose. It was
under their feet as they kicked and punched their way back and
forth the moving car. Lassiter could feel the train picking up
speed again. That meant they had gone through Topeka and were
heading for the Kansas line. Lassiter stood back and hit Jack
again. It wasn’t the best punch he’d ever thrown, but it would have
flattened a smaller man. It would have broken another man’s jaw.
The big man, bleeding from mouth and nose, just shook his head and
kept coming.

Jack wasn’t much short of three hundred
pounds. Some of it was fat. Most of it was solid muscle packed on a
heavy-boned frame. Lassiter took a punch on the side of the neck.
He tried to shake his head. It was hard to shake his head. Jack
closed in throwing roundhouse swings. Lassiter dodged away. The
blood-smeared money was slick as ice under his feet. Putting
himself out of the way of another swing, he felt his boots starting
to slide. His arms went wild trying to get his balance. Lassiter
was wide open. Jack hit him hard in the belly and the wind went out
of him like a blown-up pig bladder slashed with a knife. It went
out and didn’t want to come back in. The fog that clouded his brain
closed in again and coming thickly through it he heard a wheezing
noise. The fog in his head made it hard to think. Then he knew what
it was—his lungs trying desperately to suck in air.

“Don’t die on me yet, cowboy,” Jack
roared, rocking Lassiter’s head with what passed for him like a
light punch. Lassiter knew Jack was making a big play out of it for
the girl’s benefit. Jack wasn’t that great with a gun, but he was
the best dirty fighter in Texas. Thoughts like that rolled around
in Lassiter’s head. He edged back, trying to stay out of Jack’s
way.

The money rustled under their moving feet.
The moving feet were slow and heavy. Lassiter knew he was taking a
beating. He took two more punches without going down. Jack tried to
rush him. Lassiter didn’t know how he managed to side-step. He
didn’t get out of the way, not altogether. Jack’s meaty shoulder
struck him a glancing blow and he crashed back against the wall. He
tried to bounce off the wall like a wrestler off the ropes. It
wasn’t much of a try, but his rawboned frame hit Jack pretty hard.
Jack didn’t try to dodge or roll. He stood there and took it. It
didn’t even shake him.

Jack hit Lassiter with a flat-footed punch.
The thick-muscled arm jerked back, then came forward like a
steam-driven piston. It was aimed at Lassiter’s face and it took
him squarely in the center of the chest.

As a boy, Lassiter had been kicked by a
mean-tempered jackass. The blow in the chest felt something like
that. But the jackass had kicked him only once. Jack hit him again,
right over the heart. It didn’t hurt more than any of the other
punches. By now his body felt like one big bruise. No special hurt
any place.

Now there was light in his head instead of
fog. A white glare tinged with red. Jack closed in. Lassiter could
feel his foul breath gusting into his face. His eyes were open but
he couldn’t see. Now the glare of light was nearly all red. As the
light began to fade he heard a cracking noise. Then he didn’t hear
anything else for a while.

When he opened his eyes again the girl was
bending over him. The whisky she was pouring into his mouth stung
his torn lips. “I thought you were dead,” she said.

Too much whisky went down too fast. Lassiter
coughed and took the bottle in his own hand. The hand holding the
bottle shook violently. It stopped shaking after two more
drinks.

“Lay still,” the girl said when he
tried to get up. Lassiter did what he was told. It seemed like a
good idea.

“Jack?” he said. His head felt as if it
had been used for target practice. It hurt to talk, even to
think.

The girl’s face twisted. “I killed him,” she
said. “Shot him in the back with your gun. What else could I do?”
She started to shake. “What the hell else could I do?”

The train was still moving, so they couldn’t
have heard anything up front. There was pain when Lassiter twisted
his head to look at the clock. Goddamn it, he’d been out for most
of an hour. The pain when he tried to get up was worse, and the
girl had to help him. It had been a long time since he’d taken such
a beating, if ever.

He heaved himself into the armchair and the
girl handed him the bottle. Texas Jack lay face down on the floor,
a gaping hole in his back. The blood looked black on the gray
broadcloth. There was blood everywhere, on Jack’s white Stetson, on
his white boots. Lassiter tilted the bottle and drank till most of
the pain went away. He didn’t offer any objection when the girl got
a pan of water and a clean dish towel from the galley and sponged
the blood off his face. After he was finished, the girl took the
bottle and drank from it.

Lassiter stood up by himself. It wasn’t easy
to do it without help, but he made it. At least he could do that
much. How much else he could do was something to be discovered
later.

Lassiter looked at her. “What do they call
you?” he asked.

“Linda,” she said. “And you’re
Lassiter. All right, Lassiter, what happens next?”

He knew he’d been wrong about this one when
he figured her for a fool. He noticed, too, that the Dixie accent
had been lost in the mix-up. The accent and the goddamned giggle
had been part of her act for Texas. Lassiter was never hurt badly
enough not to appreciate a good-looking woman.

“What’re you grinning about?” she asked
him.

It was a good question, he had to admit. His
mouth hurt like hell when he grinned. He tilted the bottle again,
letting Texas Jack’s good bourbon put some fire back in his
veins.

“I don’t know why I’m grinning,” he
said. “I had figured on jumping off this train a ways back. That
was when I was feeling livelier than I do now. The way I feel now,
jumping off trains doesn’t seem like such a good idea. You
understand, sis.”

“Sis!” the girl said. “I’m
not your sis. Also, I think you’re most ways drunk and a little crazy. I
asked you what you want to do?”

Lassiter thought about it. They were so close
to Kansas City now they might as well go all the way. Anyway, he
had never been to Kansas City. He’d been in Joplin and Jefferson
City but not Kansas City. This was as good a time as there’d ever
be. They could lay up in some fancy hotel and have themselves a
time on Texas Jack’s money. He’d worked had enough to get it.

The girl called Linda—he didn’t know her last
name and didn’t want to know—said that she’d never been to Kansas
City either.

“What about it?” he asked
her.

“Sure,” she said.

Lassiter knew he was drunk when he heard
himself telling the girl it was time to go to bed. There was about
an hour to go, and the bed was big and soft, and he was body sore
and head weary.

“Never you mind about
those dead men,” he told her. “You’ll get used to it
after a while.”

The girl laughed, a little drunk herself now.
“Where you think I been, mister?” she said. “I grew up around dead
men. ’Course this was the first one I killed myself.”

Lassiter squinted at
her. No, sir, he’d
been dead
wrong about this one. Jack wouldn’t be the last man she killed. He
liked
her.

The train roared on
through the night,
slowing down
through small towns, moving fast again when it passed through. An hour
was plenty
for what they
had to do. Maybe Texas Jack was the first man she’d killed. He sure as hell wasn’t the
first one she’d climbed into bed with. It would be no lie to say
she knew how to doctor a feller better than any sawbones. And she
smelled a damn sight better than any doctor.

The train rocked along and Lassiter had to
fight the urge to sleep. Time for that—and more doctoring—when they
got to Kansas City. Lassiter still hurt from toe to top, but he
felt better with each passing mile of track. He hated like hell
having to get out of that big bed.

While they were pulling on their clothes, the
girl said, “Too bad we can’t take all of it. What do you think? It
seems like such a waste to just leave all that money laying
there.”

Lassiter knew he’d have to watch this Linda.
There was a lot about her that reminded him of Cassie. The looks
were different, and the voice and the color of the eyes, but the
resemblance was there. Lassiter didn’t mind that. Most women were
greedy. It was when they let it get out of control that you had to
start worrying.

Lassiter buckled on his gun and stomped on
his boots.

“Well, isn’t it?” she prodded. She
picked up one of the blood-smeared bills and crinkled it between
her fingers. She tried to stuff it into her bag. It wasn’t easy
with the bag so full.

“No,” Lassiter said. “We leave what’s
left where it is. You want to walk through Kansas City toting a
sack of money? Besides, the law won’t find it hard to figure things
out once they find Jack and his friend. That should stop them
looking for me, least for a while. A while is all I
need.”

“Oh hell,” the girl
complained.

They jumped off the train as it slowed down
on the outskirts of Kansas City. Nobody saw them do it. Coming out
of the railroad yards on to a broad avenue with gaslights, they
took a horse trolley into the city. Lassiter still didn’t know how
much money he had in his bulging pockets. Enough, he guessed.

The girl snuggled up to him on the trolley.
Maybe she thought it was kind of romantic. Lassiter grinned at her.
She was a foxy one and he’d have to watch her. He decided to give
her the usual two weeks.

No more than that.
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