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The Negro hung from the flaming cross and
watched. In front of his burning cabin the white-robed figures of
the Ku Klux Klan repeatedly raped his wife. Then came Jubal Cade to
spit death from his .30 caliber Spencer...

When they post the reward for
the capture of the Klan’s Grand Dragon, bounty-hunters flood into St Louis.
But Jubal Cade is there before them. He has seen the Klan’s
savagery firsthand. And Jubal is a man who knows all about
vengeance.
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Chapter One

 


THE NEGRO SCREAMED
as the flames
licked at the soles of his feet. From where he hung on the roughly
made cross, he could see his makeshift cabin burning, the flames
counteracting the flickering of the bonfire beneath his feet.
Painfully, he twisted his head around to look across in the other
direction, over what was left of his tiny chicken farm, towards the
figures outlined by the blaze.

They were hard to see against
the dancing flames, the white robes blended in too well. But he
could make out the delineations of tall hoods and
flowing capes. And
he could still see, in his mind’s eye, the legend that was lettered
crudely across each high, face-covering hood: KKK.

In amongst the prancing figures
he could just about make out the darker body of his wife, her
lustrous, brown flesh sheened by the sweat of terror. And even over the
roar of the flames and the yells of the Klansmen, he could hear her
screams. He closed his eyes as one of the men lifted his robe and
dropped heavily across her lissome body. Then opened them again in
sheer agony as a hand-held brand wrote a message of pain across his
belly.

‘You was told, boy,’ the hooded
man giggled, mad eyes staring out from the ragged slits in the
hood, ‘that we’d come see you if’n you didn’t quit.’

‘Hell, Abe.’ A second figure had
left the rapists clustered around the screaming woman. ‘Leave him
be. He’s got nothin’ to do but die.’

He reached down to grab a chicken running in
crazy circles by his feet, terrified by the flames and the noise,
and waved it towards the Negro.

‘Ain’t nothin’ but chicken shit,
anyways.’

He roared with laughter at his
own joke and hurled the croaking chicken straight into the
Negro’s
face.

The black man turned his head
aside as the bird hit him, his nostrils catching the smell of singed feathers
along with the rank odor of his own fear. He was frightened, he
knew that, but he was damned if he would let these mad white
bastards in their hoods and robes know it. He would rather die up
there on the cross, trying to forget the pain, than allow them to
see the fear that possessed him. He looked down at the two capering
figures.

‘You go to hell, whitey,’ he
snarled through dry lips.

‘Ain’t you heard, boy,’ snarled
the man who had thrown the chicken, ‘Hell’s reserved fer you folk.
Why’d you think we gave you a taste of it?’

He punctuated his words with a
savage kick that stoked the banked branches around the base of the
cross, sending flames leaping over the Negro’s body so that the man twisted
against the chains that held him in position. His writhing lifted
him from the precarious balance he had achieved, so that one
shoulder dislocated, dropping him screaming down closer to the
fire. His tenuous dignity faded at the fresh onslaught of agony and
his cries joined those of his wife in an unheard plea for
mercy.

It was answered by the vicious blast of a
.30 caliber rifle. The bullet hit the Klansman high in the right
shoulder, spinning him around so that he careened against his
companion, pitching them both into the fire.

The wounded man lent his own
yells to the Negro’s as the flames danced over his hood, rapidly transforming
the dry burlap into a crown of fire. He elbowed his fellow torturer
aside, knocking him back into the blaze, as he ran madly across the
clearing, tugging desperately at the crackling hood. A second shot
ended his agony, smashing hard into his breastbone before it
ricocheted upwards through his throat and out of the top of his
disguise. Exiting, the bullet lifted a column of sparks that
crackled high into the air, sizzling as fire, blood and brain
matter mingled in a roman candle of destruction.

The Klansman twisted around once, spraying
bloody sparks over his comrades, and then toppled over, dead.

Abe had dragged himself out of
the Negro’s
funeral pyre with a gun in his hand. He triggered the single-action
Navy Colt in the direction he thought the shots had come from. Then he
sat back on his heels, staring at the mangled remains of his right
hand. He was beginning to weep at the unexpected loss when a bullet
ploughed a neat, round hole through the crossbar of the K in the
middle of his hood. Unlike his fellow night-rider, he made no sound
as he died, simply pitching back towards the burning cross as life
rushed from his body.

As he fell he triggered his gun
again, the bullet exploding upwards as he fell
back,
smashing into and through the pain-racked body stretched on the
cross.

Almira Jones screamed afresh as
she saw her husband die. Partly, she screamed because he had died;
partly she screamed with the sheer relief of his agony; partly
she screamed
for what she had suffered. But most of all her screams were of joy
at the deaths of the Klansmen.

Around her they were dying.
From out of the night the hidden rifle spoke, its message of death
punctuated by falling bodies. White Klan robes turned red as bloody
holes
appeared in chests and hoods. Like the terrified chickens the Klan
had sought so drastically to stop them raising, the Kluxers were
running, firing, seeking escape. But the rifleman allowed them no
respite. His gun hammered death across the farm, smashing them down
as they raced, panic-stricken now, for their horses. Smashing them
down as they tried to make a defensive stand.

Over to one side of the little
farm she and Jebediah had worked so long and hard to build, a group
of hooded Klansmen bellied down behind a chicken-run. She remembered the time
and money it had taken to construct as the bullets out of the dark
blasted splinters from the structure as lead ploughed into the
defenders.

She laughed, rolling naked in
the muddy filth the Klansmen had laid her in, as she watched them
die.

Then the laughter froze on her
lips as she saw the figure of the Klan leader racing towards her
over the bullet-ridden ground. She recognized him by his size and
the scarlet hood, and the deep voice, so smooth
that it
could almost be a deep-throated woman’s. And she turned, trying
hard to burrow into the ground at the raw fear the figure evoked
This was the one who led the riders, who strung her husband on the burning
cross, who laughed as the Klan raped her.

Almira did not see the person who killed
her. She was face down into the ground, trying hard to dig a safe
hole, somewhere to hide from the sheer inevitability of being a
Negro in Southern America, when the bullet shattered the back of
her skull.

The shot spat brain matter, mingled with
bone and curly black hair,, out over the feet of the tall,
scarlet-hooded Klansman who pulled the murderous trigger. The
killer laughed as Almira died, then turned, shouting orders to the
Klansmen hiding behind the ramshackle chicken-coops.

‘Let’s get the hell out of here.
They’re both dead an’ that’s what we came for.’

One Klansman was foolish enough to stand up
and shout a reply.

The hidden rifle barked again
and the hooded figure leaped high into the air. From his chest,
he pumped a
driving stream of blood over his companions, twisting violently as
he fell across their temporary cover, smashing the coops to
matchwood and sending chickens flying in all directions. The Klan
took advantage of the moment, racing individually for their horses,
disregarding their comrades in their wild flight from the hidden
marksman.

Jubal Cade watched them ride
away from his vantage point under the branches of a tall Missouri
redwood tree and sighed as he pushed fresh cartridges into the
converted
.30 caliber Spencer rifle.

‘They’re hot on barbecues,’ he
muttered to himself, ‘but if you lay on the sauce, they’re purely
chicken.’


Chapter Two

 


WHEN HE EMERGED
from the cover of
the trees the horsemen were long gone into the night, fleeing
crazily from the deadly rifle fire. Jubal edged warily out into the
clearing, his finger on the trigger of the converted Spencer.
Cautiously, he checked the hooded bodies for any sign of life, but
his marksmanship had been too accurate to leave any vestige of
existence remaining in the corpses.

As soon as he was sure that the
chance of a surprise attack was eliminated he turned to the
Negroes. The woman was dead, her skull shattered by the
Klansman’s
bullet. But the man still lived. Just. His body was hideously
burned and the Navy Colt had blasted a shot upwards through his rib
cage, splintering bone as it went before exiting above his
collar-bone. Jubal ignored the flames that seared his hands as he
lifted the body down from the cross. It was not easy and he could
smell his own hair singeing as he wrestled with the chain holding
the Negro in position. But at last he succeeded in freeing the man,
laying him gently down on a carpet of bloodstained chicken
feathers.

‘Thank you, suh,’ the Negro
could barely speak through his blistered lips, ‘I appreciate what
you done.’

Jubal replied as his deft hands
applied salves taken from the black medical valise he carried to
the worst of the burns. There was, he realized, no chance of saving the
man’s life, but he could make the final parting a little
easier.

‘It’s all right, you just rest
easy.’

He pillowed the
Negro’s head
on his own jacket; the grey cloth, cut long ago now in London when
he was studying medicine,i
was marked and
faded by long months on the trail. Indeed, he looked less like a
qualified doctor than a travel-stained saddle-bum, even though the
hard glint had faded from his deep-set brown eyes, becoming
replaced by a look of pure compassion. He set the rifle down where he could
reach it fast and shifted the long-barreled Colt holstered on his
left shoulder to a more comfortable position.

‘Who were they anyway?’ he asked
gently, inserting the needle of a syringe filled with pain-killing
morphine in the man’s arm. ‘And why’d they do this?’

‘You don’t know?’ Surprise
registered even above the pain on the Negro’s face. ‘You started
shootin’ without even knowin’ who they was?’

‘I was heading across country,’
answered Jubal, ‘from the rail depot. Then I saw the flames. It
looked like you needed some help.’

‘Suh,’ the man lifted his good
arm to clutch Jubal’s shirt sleeve, ‘you don’t know what you done.
That was the Klan.’ The words carried dreadful emphasis.

‘The Ku Klux Klan?’ responded
Jubal Cade. ‘I’ve heard about them, but I thought they were
finished now.’

‘No, suh,’ the answer came
through waves of morphine-induced contentment, ‘down around St.
Louis the Klan is one mighty big power. They don’t like us black
folk makin’ an honest livin’, so they burn us out. Me an’
Almira—I’se Jebediah, suh—we built this farm off’n my pay from the
Union Army.’

A look of pride suffused his ravaged face
with sudden dignity.

‘I was with the 4th at
Petersburg. Made sergeant there after I took the colors through the
defense lines. We figgered, Almira an’ me, to settle here when the
war finished. We was raisin’ chickens.’

He coughed, spraying bloody
froth over Jubal’s supporting hands. ‘Guess we raised our hopes too.
’Ceptin’ they got raised too high.’

‘Why are the Klansmen so against
you?’ asked Jubal. He had heard of the hooded riders and their
crazy dreams of rebuilding the old, dead South, but he had never
encountered any of them, never suspected the insane limits to which
they would go in their wild terrorizing.

‘Oh hell, suh,’ mumbled
Jebediah, ‘they just plain hate black folks. Don’t like to see us
get on nohow. ’Specially the Knights of Missouri.’

‘The Knights of Missouri?’ Jubal
queried. ‘Is that what they call themselves?’

‘Yeah,’ came the faint, fading
answer, ‘they all got fancy names. But over the past few months
they got fancy ways too. Burned out just about every black in the
territory. Was black folks goin’ like they’se disappearing off the
face of the Earth.’

Jubal Cade shook his head at
the sheer horror of the situation. He had known violence. Known it
better and closer than he had ever wished. Like the black man dying
before his eyes, he had seen his wife, the soft-spoken, gentle girl he had
brought from England to the big, wide-open land of America, killed
by a blood-crazed gunman. Yet still he found it hard to imagine a
society dedicated to wiping out a whole race. Killing was no
stranger to Jubal Cade; death walked beside him since the murder of
Mary, but to torture and kill in this fashion, that was something
else. He remembered the big figure of the Klan leader racing across
the farm, risking death for the sole purpose of killing Almira, and
he shook his head at the enormity of Klan hatred.

‘Could be, Jebediah,’ he
murmured, ‘that I’ll meet them again. If I do, I give you my word
that more’ll die.’

Jebediah clutched his hand as
life drained from his body along with the hopes he had carried from
the Civil
War, hopes built through the long months of the freedom fight,
nurtured in the blaze of battle and brought home like battle honors
along with his sergeant’s stripes, medal of honor and back pay.
Hopes that died in the flames of a single night, like a black
tallow candle snuffed out by a waxen hand.

He sucked one final breath through the blood
that was filling his throat and died.

Jubal cradled the
Negro’s head
as he pulled his jacket free, then let it fall to the ground. He
stood up, pulling on the dusty coat, and began to walk back towards
his horse.

He had arrived in St. Louis exactly,
according to the gold hunter he carried in a vest pocket,
twenty-four hours before.

He had been tired after the
long trip from Denver, keyed up by the killing of Les Riley and the long,
overland journey. He had reached the depot in St. Louis tired,
hungry and looking forward to a hot bath. He had met trouble in the
shape of Ben Agnew and the two hulking thugs who flanked the
rancher like badly designed pillars siding a door. Jubal had left
the far west as the snow was beginning to melt, the weeks’ long
train journey brought him to Missouri as Spring began to fade into
Summer and he felt the heat in the confining walls of the overland
railroad. So he had not been in the best of tempers when Agnew and
his hired bullies met him.

The train pulled into St. Louis
and Jubal said goodbye to the teacher he had met, Miss Willes,
before hefting his medical bag and the small valise that held
everything he owned apart from his guns, in his right hand. He swung down off
the platform at the tail-end of the last car in the train.
Ingrained caution prompted him to pause, watching the crowd that
milled around the plank platform serving the incoming engines of
the Kansas Pacific, deliberately leaving time for the travelers,
and the groups of smiling people meeting them, to depart. When the
crowd had thinned out to a last straggle of voyagers, he headed
down the boardwalk towards the ticket office.

He handed over the stub that
proved his fare was paid and set out for the livery stable he remembered
lay a block down the street.

A familiar voice stopped him in
mid-stride.

‘Hello, Cade.’ It was not a
friendly greeting. ‘I’ve been waiting for you since Kansas City.
Riley was supposed to wire me from there.’

Jubal turned around slowly. His bags were in
his left hand, the rifle in his right. Warily, he eased his thumb
back to rest on the hammer, index finger curling around the
trigger.

‘Agnew. I should have known
you’d be here.’

‘I told you I’d kill you.’ Agnew
smiled, eyeing Jubal appreciatively, like a rattlesnake watching a
mouse. ‘When you killed my wife I promised you
that.’ii

Jubal looked at the rancher,
noting the two gunsels waiting with murderous disinterest for
instructions to open fire.

‘I didn’t kill her,’ he said
evenly, ‘you know that.’

‘Damn you, Cade,’ Agnew snarled,
fury flecking his lips with spittle, ‘she died because of you.
That’s why I hired Riley. What happened to him, anyway?’

‘I guess you could say he
dropped out,’ answered Jubal. ‘Out of a moving train, the job kind
of ground him down.’

As he spoke he edged around to put a wall at
his back, all too conscious of the gunmen accompanying Agnew.

‘So what now?’ he asked. ‘You
planning to gun me in broad daylight in the middle of St.
Louis?’

‘Cade,’ Agnew spat the words
like a bad taste, ‘I aim to kill you, but right now I just figure
to give you a taste of the future.’

‘That could be a shock,’ grinned
Jubal, easing the Spencer up so that it pointed directly at the
rancher’s belly, ‘for you.’

Agnew saw the gun and the hard,
cold light in Jubal’s eyes and opted for caution. He motioned at his hired
men, waving their hands away from the Colts tied down to their
hips.

‘I think,’ said Jubal
pleasantly, ‘that you’d better ask your friends to drop the guns.’
He thumbed back the hammer of the Spencer, still smiling at the
fuming Agnew. ‘That way no one’ll get hurt.’

‘Do it,’ Agnew barked, ‘we’ll
get another chance. He can’t win every hand.’

‘Down,’ smiled Jubal, ‘on the
sidewalk. Then kick them over to the road.’

The gunmen complied, cursing as
their badges of office blew dust up into the warm air. Jubal eased
down the hammer of the rifle and prodded Agnew in the chest.

‘I’m not looking for a war. I
came back to see Andy, not to fight you. Leave me alone and we’ll
call it quits.’

He was backing away from the
irate figure when a hand clutched his arm, dragging down the rifle
and throwing him off balance.

‘Why, Mr. Cade. I was hoping to
see you.’ It was Miss Willes, the schoolteacher he had met on the
train. She screamed as Jubal threw her backwards off his arm,
reaching for support as she tumbled over in a welter of white
petticoats and black-hosed legs. She found it, temporarily, in the rifle
barrel. Jubal felt the weapon snatched from his grasp as the pretty
young schoolmarm tumbled over onto the roadway. As she fell, the
two hired thugs took their cue and sprang forwards, coming straight
at the smaller man with fists flailing.

‘Dammit, ma’am,’ gasped Jubal as
he ducked under a right-handed swing that would have smashed his
jaw if it had landed, ‘don’t they teach you it’s bad manners to
grab a man’s weapon in public?’

He moved back,
carrying the
fight away from the screaming figure of the woman, concentrating on
staying out of range of the larger men. From the corner of his eye
he spotted a chair backed against the wall and hooked his foot
around the legs. With a single deft movement, he lifted it up and
across the sidewalk, bouncing it off the legs of the leading
attacker. The man cursed as he tangled with the flying chair and
fell forwards. As he toppled, Jubal lashed out his left foot,
driving his boot hard against the man’s chest. He gasped as air
exploded from his lungs and went down flat on the
planking.

‘Hell, Jonas,’ his companion
snarled, ‘he ain’t nothin’ but a little runt. Get back on yore feet
an’ finish him.’

Jubal took advantage of the
tirade to drive a fist into the speaker’s stomach, then, as he bent over, an
elbow up against his jaw. The man bit hard on his tongue, yelping
as the power of the unexpected blow smashed his teeth through the
tip. He spat blood out, together with the severed flesh, and hurled
himself at Jubal. Blood rained from his mouth as he rushed
forwards, arms outstretched to crush the smaller man. But as his
arms closed, Jubal was gone, dancing off to one side as he kicked
viciously at the man’s legs. His foot connected with the back of
the moving knees and he drove his weight forwards so that the legs
folded closed over his boot, the tendons shutting down to lance
pain through the nervous system. The big man yelled once, a
high-pitched sound, and pitched onto his face.

As he fell, Jonas climbed to
his feet,
still wheezing.

‘Whyn’t you git up, Abe?’ he
rasped.

He was about to say something
else when Jubal grabbed the front of his vest and
jackknifed up in
the air, planting both feet against his stomach. He let his own weight
bring him down onto the boardwalk with Jonas on top of him. As he
landed he straightened his legs, lifting Jonas high into the air in
a somersault that ended hard against one of the solid veranda
supports.

Jonas crashed down into the
roadway, his eyes glazed and a smear of red showing
through his fair
hair. He tried to lift himself up on his elbows, then grunted and
fell back senseless.

Jubal was turning towards the
second attacker when Abe’s arms descended around his shoulders, pinning
his hands to his sides. He felt himself lifted bodily off the
walkway and turned his head aside to avoid the plate-glass window
in front of his face. He saw his own reflection, skin taut across
his cheekbones and eyes blazing with raw anger, as he was rushed
straight at the glass.

Then he fell, inches
from the
window, as Abe’s arms came loose.

‘Savages! Filthy brutes!’ The
voice was pitched high in anger. ‘How dare you! You’re like
animals.’

Jubal rolled clear of
Abe’s boot
heels and saw the gunman retreating from the savage onslaught of
Miss Willes’ parasol. Her bonnet was askew and dust streaked her
dark blue dress. Her right arm moved like a piston rod to beat the
parasol around the thug’s head while her left swung a dainty bag at
his chest and stomach.

Abe backed away from the
unexpected attack, protecting his head with upflung arms. Then he snarled
and swung a punch at the woman. Miss Willes shrieked as she
tumbled, for the second time, into the street.

‘That’s no way to treat a lady,’
Jubal said as he came up behind the hulking outline, ‘it’s time you
learned some manners.’

He drove a fist hard into
Abe’s back
between the pelvic girdle and the bottom of the rib cage. The
kidney punch slowed the hardcase and as he turned Jubal brought
both arms up high over his head, fingers held straight and stiff.
Savagely, he brought the edges of his hands down on either side of
Abe’s neck. The gunman fell like a pole-axed steer, his face
clay-white as paralysis froze the network of crucial nerves
connecting his head to his shoulders.

As he went down Jubal
spun to face
Agnew. The rancher was standing back clear of the fight, making no
move to intervene.

‘Well,’ queried Jubal, ‘are you
joining in, or do you leave the dirty work to the hired
hands?’

‘I’ll not soil mine on you,
Cade,’ Agnew muttered, ‘but what I promised still goes. Someday I
intend to see you dead.’

‘Wishing,’ Jubal said bitterly,
‘won’t kill me. It’s not my fault your wife died. You want to
settle it now, just pick up the rifle. Take your time, I won’t draw
on an unarmed man.’

‘It’s so easy for you, isn’t it,
Cade,’ muttered Agnew, ignoring the Spencer lying in the road.
‘Killing’s a way of life for your kind.’

‘Tell me how to change it,’
Jubal answered, something like anguish sounding in his voice. ‘You
hire men to kill me, what do you expect? Should I lie down and
die?’

‘Damn you, Cade,’ Agnew was
clearly perturbed by Jubal’s unexpected outburst, ‘you got a debt
you owe me. The pot’s your life.’

He turned quickly and hurried
off down a side street. The two hired hands were picking themselves
up from the street, Abe warily massaging his numbed neck and Jonas
holding his head. Jubal lifted the Spencer, the muzzle swinging to
cover his recent attackers.

‘Don’t worry,’ muttered Jonas,
‘we ain’t about to start that again. Agnew told us you’d be easy to
take.’

‘Agnew gets things mixed up,’
Jubal retorted, ‘he tends to get things twisted around.’

He watched them gingerly
retrieve their handguns and hurry off down the sidewalk, then he turned to
Miss Willes.

‘Are you all right, ma’am?’ His
face grew suddenly boyish as a smile exposed the two broken teeth
set in his firm jaw. ‘If you hadn’t helped me just now I guess I’d
be reflecting on things from the other side of the
glass.’

‘You certainly do seem to fall
into some holes, Mr. Cade,’ she replied, dusting her skirts off.
‘Perhaps I should stay away from you.’

Jubal set the grey derby back
on his black hair and grinned at the schoolteacher.

‘Why, ma’am,’ he said lightly,
‘the last ladies I talked to at any length made me look like a
regular lamb.’iii

Miss Willes shook her head in
astonishment. The short, youthful-looking man extending his arm to
take her down the street away from the gaping stares of the passers-by who
had stopped to watch the fight, was an enigma. Slight and slim of
build, his strength belied his mild appearance. The somewhat
battered grey suit and the matching derby were well-tailored, the
gold hunter strung across the front of his vest adding to the
impression of faded respectability. He was almost—but not
quite—handsome, the kind of man a woman might not notice at first
glance, but when he smiled the face was transformed, becoming
boyishly attractive. Then she remembered the look that came over
him when the gunmen attacked. She shuddered slightly at the memory
of blazing eyes set above tight-stretched skin, the flaring
nostrils and taut, thin lips, the lethal efficiency he had shown in
handling two men much larger than himself. He had, she recalled,
said something about being a doctor during their journey east from
Denver. But she wondered how a doctor came to have such skill with
guns and fists.

Jubal Cade noticed the shudder
and wondered if it was due to the aftermath of shock or the recognition of
the violence that he had been forced to recognize was second nature
to his being. He grinned to himself: he had grown accustomed to the
reaction over the death-filled months. Few people could equate it
to his appearance and only one had respected it. Briefly, he
recalled Bill McDonald, far away now in Texas, the man who had
taught him to use the converted .30 caliber Colt holstered beneath
his coat. The man who had brought him closer than ever to killing
the murderer of his wife.iv

Even now he was not sure that
Kincaid was dead. He, Jubal, had escaped from the caved-in mine shaft down
south in Mexico; maybe the scar-faced man had been lucky, too. With
a conscious effort, he shook off the melancholy that threatened to
cloud in over him and concentrated on setting the schoolmarm’s mind
at rest.

‘You said you were looking for
me?’ he enquired pleasantly. ‘What about?’

‘Oh, yes, of course.’ Miss
Willes was snapped out of her own musings. ‘I remembered you
mentioning an acquaintance with St. Louis. I wondered if you could
advise me on a suitable hotel?’

‘Depends, ma’am,’ said Jubal,
‘on how much you want to spend.’

Ruefully, he thought of the
fistful of dollars that represented his total wealth at that
moment, and
wondered how far the money would stretch. St. Louis was a big,
bustling metropolis in comparison to the towns he had been staying
in, packed full with local landowners, casual travelers and the
passengers and crews heading up and down the Mississippi
river.

‘Not too much,’ answered Miss
Willes, ‘I’m afraid that my funds are rather limited. School
teaching is not the highest paid profession, you know.’

‘Nor’s doctoring,’ Jubal replied
with a regretful shrug, ‘it seems like there’s more folks ready to
pay for killing than there is willing to foot the bill for the
patching up.’

Miss Willes laughed at the mild joke.

‘It would appear that we’re in
the same boat, then. Perhaps we should pool our
resources.’

‘Well, I guess ships that pass
in the night sometimes find the same dock,’ Jubal grinned, ‘but
don’t harbor too many hopes. If you’re willing to let me pilot you
I’ll try and steer us in the right direction.’

Miss Willes murmured her assent
and they set out to find a hotel. Jubal moved in the direction of
the river. It was a poorer quarter than the busy
center of town,
noisier and dirtier, but it was where most of the cheaper places
were located, catering for riverhands off the big sternwheelers
rather than the wealthy passengers.

They walked for about an hour
before they found the right place. It was a small, but surprisingly
clean building situated about two blocks away from the waterfront
and offering rooms and meals at a price both Jubal and Miss Willes could
afford. The schoolteacher was a trifle nervous of the district, but
Jubal’s assurance that he would look after her during her brief
stay seemed to set her mind at rest. Unlike Jubal, she anticipated
being in St. Louis no longer than it took her family to inform the
City Bank of their credit rating, whereupon she planned to return
to Washington on the funds supplied by her father.

As they discussed their
respective plans over a dinner of freshwater
crayfish and
steak, Jubal formulated his own intentions for the future. The next
day he would hire a horse and ride out to the Lenz Clinic to see
Andy Prescott, then he would try to find work. He had been away
from Andy for too long, now he hoped to spend some time with the
sightless boy.

They finished dinner and said goodnight.
Jubal escorted the pretty young schoolteacher to her room and then
settled down to sleep.


Chapter Three

 


THE FOLLOWING DAY
dawned clear and
sunny, a pure Missouri morning that raised Jubal from his bed
shortly after dawn. He ate breakfast in the dining room on the
ground floor of the hotel and left a message for Miss Willes,
Margaret was her name, he had learned the night before, and went
out to locate the stable the hotel owner told him lay two streets
up.

A sleepy-eyed hostler brought a
bay horse from a stall and saddled the animal while Jubal waited.
He slipped the Spencer into the scabbard hung at the back of the
saddle and mounted.

‘Jest don’t fergit,’ grumbled
the stablehand, annoyed at a customer waking him so early, ‘the
cayuse is back at midnight or you pay fer an extra day.’

Jubal waved his acceptance of
the terms and headed the gelding down the quiet street in the
direction of
the quieter suburbs where the Lenz Clinic enjoyed its impressive
view of the river.

The place was located on the
west bank of the Mississippi, luxuriant green lawns running down to
the water’s
edge where a small, private dock facilitated the delivery of
supplies. Jubal, however, approached from the landward side,
watching the early morning sun throw lances of light off the tall
white columns flanking the entrance door. He pushed the horse
between the shade oaks that sided the gravel path leading up to the
steps below the big front door and dismounted.

The staff of the clinic were
already about the day’s business and Jubal caught the smell of frying
bacon and hot, crackling bread as he passed his rein to a dignified
black houseboy.

Professor Erich
Lenz joined
him in moments, looking as though he had been out of bed for some
hours. As Jubal remembered, the bald-headed German was alert as
ever, totally sure of his surgical talents and talking as fast as
usual.

‘Dr. Cade,’ he looked more
cherubic than ever when he smiled, ‘I was wondering when you would
show up. Needless to say, the boy pines for you. If you could stay
awhile it would do him the world of good.’

Jubal interrupted the swift
flow of accented English to assure the professor that he intended to stay as
long as he could.

‘Good. Good.’ Lenz nodded
approval. ‘The child will be all the better for it. He is making
remarkable progress, you know. A most satisfying case; remarkable
courage, quite convinced that he will regain his sight.’

‘Will he?’ Jubal asked
directly.

For a moment
Lenz’s face
showed its fifty-odd years, little worry creases lining the clear
skin around his eyes.

‘Dr. Cade, you know more about
these matters than most men and consequently I feel I can speak
rather more freely with you. As you diagnosed at the outset, the
boy’s optic nerves are not damaged. The bullet that robbed him of
his sight—the one you removed—either displaced internal tissue to
the extent that it affects the delicate optic nerves, or so shocked
his system that his brain literally refuses to see.’

His expression was earnest, showing humane
care for another being allied with deep medical interest in the
case. He poured Jubal coffee before going on.

‘To take the most pessimistic
view, the boy will remain sightless for the rest of his life. I can
teach him to manage, to live as best he can without his
sight.’

‘But is there a chance he’ll
see?’ The urgency was raw and naked in Jubal’s voice.

‘Yes,’ said Lenz, carefully
polishing the pince-nez suspended from his thin neck by a blue silk
cord. ‘Yes, there is. Two chances in fact.’

‘Two?’ Jubal set down his cup so
violently that it splattered coffee over the rosewood table; ‘what
do you mean?’

‘I don’t know exactly where you
have been, Dr. Cade,’ said Lenz evenly, ignoring Jubal’s anxiety,
‘and I do not wish to know. One hears certain rumors, but whilst
you supply the funds for the boy’s care I am happy to accommodate
him. However, it is unlikely that during your travels you have been
able to keep up with the latest advances in the medical
field.’

Jubal shook his head, hanging
on the small German’s words. ‘So. You will probably not have heard of the
discoveries made recently in my native country. In Germany, and
even in Austria, there is a school of thought that suggests many
illnesses are the invention of the mind, rather than the result of
physical damage.’ He paused to sip his coffee. ‘It is possible,
therefore, that young Prescott’s problem resides in his
imagination. In the inner workings of his mind, the part we do not
yet understand. Should that be the case, there is little I can do.
I am not qualified to practice, or even comment on, that kind of
disorder.’

‘So where does that leave Andy?’
demanded Jubal, feeling hope slip away.

‘Wait, Dr. Cade, wait,’ said
Lenz with all the cold objectivity that had balanced Jubal on the
edge of anger during their earlier meetings. ‘I did not say that
was definitely the case. It is merely a possibility. On the other
hand, the problem may well be physical, and in that case the recent
advances in surgical science may well benefit the
child.’

He paused to call for more coffee, waiting
until the Negro servant had withdrawn before going on.

‘We are fortunate enough to have
a new surgeon on the staff, a man who studied under the great
Netzenn in Berlin. If anyone can restore the boy’s sight it is
Professor Klaus.’

‘So what do you advise?’ asked
Jubal, watching the German’s calm face in a fury of anticipation.
‘Will you operate?’

‘I think so,’ murmured Lenz,
eyeing Jubal’s shoddy clothes and trail-calloused hands. ‘Although
it does depend.’

‘On what?’ interjected Jubal,
guessing in advance what the answer would be.

‘Primarily upon the money,’ said
Lenz evenly; ‘the operation is costly and would require additional
staff to be hired from similar establishments in other states.
Without them we could not attempt the necessary
surgery.’

Once again Jubal found himself
grinding his teeth at the man’s dispassionate attitude to things so
close to his own heart. Lenz was not,, he realized, an avaricious
man, but his coldly realistic attitude, the feeling that he was
saying take it or leave it, it makes no difference to me, grated against
his deep personal involvement in the case of Andy
Prescott.

‘How much?’ he asked.

‘About $6,000,’ said Lenz as
calmly as though they were discussing the price of a new
hat.

He watched silently as
Jubal’s face went
pale under the tan, waiting for a reply. Jubal had a fair idea that
he knew what the answer would be before he even heard it. Slowly,
he nodded.

‘All right. I’ll raise the money
somehow. As soon as I have it I’ll hand it over and you can
start.’

‘Good.’ Lenz’s thin lips cracked
open in a smile. ‘I shall look forward to operating. It will be
most interesting and most beneficial, I am sure, for the
boy.’

‘I hope so,’ Jubal muttered.
Then: ‘I’d like to see him. Can you tell me where to find
him?’

‘Of course,’ agreed Lenz, ‘I’ll
take you to him myself.’ He glanced at the large-faced watch taken
from his vest pocket. ‘At the moment he will be in the garden,
exercising.’

He rose, motioning for Jubal to
follow him and led the way towards the back of the big house. He
walked to a door that opened out onto the gardens and, holding it open
for Jubal, pointed out a group of boys working on the graveled area
behind the building.

Jubal walked towards the
youngsters, recognizing the slender figure of Andy Prescott
wielding a saw as he cut tree branches into lengths suitable for burning. As he
approached, Andy dropped the saw and spun around.

‘Jubal!’ It was a cry of pure
delight. ‘Jubal! You come back.’

‘Came back,’ corrected Jubal automatically as Andy’s body leaped
into his arms, nearly knocking him off his feet. ‘Haven’t you
learned anything here?’

‘You bet!’ Pure joy echoed in
Andy’s voice as he burrowed hard against Jubal’s chest. ‘How’d you
think I knew it was you?’

‘I was wondering about that,’
Jubal remarked, gently stroking the boy’s blond hair.

‘I recognized the way you walk,’
said Andy proudly, ‘it’s somethin’ we learn to do. Like listenin’
when we walk around so we don’t bump into things. An’ anyway, I can
still see a mite; better’n most of the kids here. It’s like Pa used
to say. You gotta be thankful for small mercies.’

‘He was right, I guess,’ grinned
Jubal, ‘I just wish he’d taught you to say got to, instead of gotta.’

‘Gee, Jubal, I’m sorry,’
apologized Andy, then brightened up, ‘but like Pa said, it
ain’t—sorry, isn’t—what a man says that counts, it’s what he
means.’

‘Your pa was a real fund of
wisdom, son,’ agreed Jubal tenderly, ‘and even if he didn’t use
pure English, he sure taught you a lot of sense.’

‘Thanks, Jubal.’ Andy’s eyes
probed upwards at the dim shape of his friend. Despite the loss of
his full sight he could make out movement at close range and, by
moving his head from side to side, discern objects immediately in
front of him.

Jubal looked down, grinning at
the happy face of the youngster. Andy had filled out since joining
the Lenz Clinic as a patient-pupil, the stark thinness of his limbs
settling into a firm, healthy-looking mold. His face, pinched and worn by
the rigors of the journey into blindness, was solidly fleshed, its
adolescent near-prettiness beginning to show the early signs of the
handsome, masculine looks that were imprinted in the structure of
his bones.

‘They’ve been feeding you,
then,’ he murmured.

‘Oh sure,’ laughed Andy, ‘we eat
real good. Not like when we was on the trail. The professor always
says that a healthy body means a healthy mind.’

‘He would,’ said Jubal. ‘How
d’you get on with him?’

Andy led him over to a nearby
bench as he answered, picking his way carefully but surely, without
hesitation. The demonstration of his independence impressed Jubal
and he studied the plucky youngster with admiration as he listened
to the excited babble of words that greeted his enquiry.

‘Oh, Lenz is OK,’ said Andy,
‘kinda stuffy and strict, but he sure teaches us plenty. We’re
learnin’ to read with a thing called Braille. Like books with words
you feel instead of lookin’ at them. An’ mathematics, an’ biology;
all kinds of stuff like that.’ He stopped a moment, then said
earnestly: ‘I reckon we’re learnin’ an awful lot, Jubal. Maybe
more’n if I’d Just gone on with Ma and Pa. I don’t mean to be
disrespectful or anything, but Pa always did say that you better
take what you can when you can get it.’

‘Yeah,’ agreed Jubal, ‘he was
right, too. I don’t take to Lenz too much, but he sure knows what
he’s doing. And he’s about the best teacher you’ll
find.’

‘Except for you, Jubal.’ Andy’s
loyalty to the man who had replaced his parents remained unshaken
by their long separation. So far as he was concerned Jubal Cade was
mother, father, friend and protector all rolled into one. With
personal hero added in for good measure.

‘You find him, yet,’ the boy
asked, ‘the guy who killed Mary?’

‘No, Andy.’ Pain showed in
Jubal’s eyes as he spoke. ‘Like I said in the letter, I came close
but I don’t know for sure that he’s dead.’

‘I bet he is,’ announced Andy
firmly, ‘there ain’t no one can shoot like you. I bet you got him
before I the mine fell in. Professor Lenz read me the
letter.’

Jubal overlooked the
grammatical error as he wondered exactly how he should break the
news of the operation to the boy. He knew that Andy was equipped
with a far greater resilience than most youngsters of his age, and
was gifted with greater courage than many full-grown men. But he was loath
to raise the teenager’s hopes too high; indeed, if the trouble was
rooted in the bloody events of the stormy night that robbed Andy of
his sight, rather than in a straight physical reason, the operation
was doomed to failure before it began. Still, he told himself, it
was as Lenz had said in his coldly precise way: the physical side
must be eliminated before the new mind-doctoring could be
considered.

Jubal took a deep breath and
began to explain.

‘Look, Andy, there’s a chance we
can fix you up.’

‘It’s OK, Jubal,’ the youngster
grinned, demonstrating once again the uncanny knack he had
developed for sensing the emotions of anyone with whom he spoke, ‘I heard
the new doc, Klaus, talking about it to Lenz.’ For a moment
bitterness clouded his smile. ‘Klaus wants to go ahead right now,
but Professor Lenz says he has to wait for the money. Seems like he
wants all kinds of people from up North. An’ they all cost
money.’

‘Don’t you worry about the
money, son,’ said Jubal, ruffling Andy’s hair as he spoke. ‘I’ll
look after that.’

‘$6,000 is an awful lot,
though,’ said Andy wistfully.

‘How many keyholes have you been
listening at,’ Jubal asked, ‘or did your pa have a saying to cover
that too?’

‘Oh sure,’ Andy’s smile
returned, ‘he always said you gotta listen to learn.’

‘Got
to,’
corrected Jubal
automatically, ‘like I’ve got to go soon and start earning the
money.’

Andy was instantly crestfallen
and it took some time plus the promise that Jubal
would at
least stay for supper and return in a day or so to re-establish his
high spirits. Once returned to his customary good humor, however,
he was as cheerful as Jubal remembered, dragging his friend around
the grounds of the clinic to introduce him proudly to the other
patients. Jubal was glad, in a backhanded kind of way, to learn
that several of the other boys were orphans like Andy, and that few
of the kids saw their parents more often than once a month … if
‘saw’ was the right word to use.

In any event,
he was pleased that
Andy’s somewhat unusual background prompted the admiration of his
fellow patients, and that he seemed to be in the company of
pleasanter children than he recalled from his own youth.

He sat down to supper in the
midst of admiring youngsters eager to hear the story of his
joumeyings across the West, their appetites whetted by Andy’s
recounting of his exploits. Somewhere along the telling, Jubal
realized, his travels had been expanded to epic proportions so that
he now appeared a glamorous, adventuresome figure.

He grinned at the
kids’
enthusiasm, ignoring the disapproving eye of Professor Lenz as the
dapper German noted his faded suit, and recounted his experiences,
playing down as best he could the dramatic embellishments added in by
Andy.

It was a good evening and Jubal
regretted having to leave. But Lenz made it obvious that there was
no chance of his finding a bed for the night, so when the teachers
began to usher the sleepy boys to their dormitories he bade
goodnight to Andy, promising to return soon, and departed for his
hotel.

It was a clear, cool night and
despite the chill in the air the sheer purity of the star-decked
sky prompted him to ride away from the bright lights of St. Louis
into the farmland outside the city. He wanted to think and a slow, easy
amble through the orchards north of town seemed like a good way to
do it. Somehow, he had to find $6,000. And find it soon. The
surgeon, Herr Klaus, would not stay at the Lenz Clinic
indefinitely, nor would Jubal leave Andy in the clinic longer than
was possible. Consequently, it was necessary to find the money
fast. How was something else again.

He was deep in thought, leaving
the bay gelding to pick its own way along the dirt track running
between fresh-leaved apple trees, when the glow of flames intruded upon his
eyes. He looked up and was suddenly conscious of raised voices.
Most men would have to ride several hundred feet closer in before
the noise and the light made any real impression upon their senses,
but Jubal’s were fine-honed by the months of living too close to
sudden death. Anything out of the ordinary jarred his nerves, set
him, like a new-wound watch spring, instantly alert. It was the
kind of atavistic reaction that had kept him alive.

Gently, he directed
the bay horse off
the road onto the softer earth of the orchards, heading the animal
at a walking pace towards the fire.

As he drew closer he could make
out the shape of redwood trees standing tall and mossy against the
fire-lit night sky. He also heard the screams of pain and anguish and the
cackling of terrified chickens mingling with the shouts and
laughter of men. Carefully, he reined in beneath a redwood and
tethered the horse to a low-lying branch. He unshipped the Spencer
and bellied up the gentle rise. The sight on the far side closed
his mouth down into a thin line as his nostrils flared and the
scar tissue
across the bridge of his nose stood out white against his tanned
face.

He was looking down at a group
of hooded figures, their white robes standing out against the night as they
capered around a tall cross. The timber construction was wreathed
in flames’ from the pile of firewood placed around its base.
Stretched across the apex was the dark figure of a Negro, his arms
held in place by a length of chain. On the far side of the clearing
that represented the front yard of a tiny farm, a black woman
screamed as four white-robed figures stretched her arms and legs
wide in unwanted suppliance to the savage desires of the men
falling on her body.

Absently, almost detached from the awful
scene, Jubal noted that she was young and pretty, her body firm and
full, the breasts standing proud as her back arched up in protest
against the rape. He levered the Spencer once and pulled back the
hammer, sighting carefully on the man who had just kicked the fire
around the cross into new life. He saw the Negro hanging there
scream and grinned as the man he had aimed at fell backwards into
the flames.

He swung the rifle back and
forth over the clearing, picking off the hooded men with calm precision until
they ran for their horses and disappeared into the night. Then he
went down into the clearing. The woman was dead, her skull
shattered by the leader of the robed figures, but her husband
despite the bullet that had blasted through his chest, retained the
faint vestiges of life.

Jubal Cade talked with him as he died.

That was his first encounter with the Ku
Klux Klan.


Chapter Four

 


WHEN JEBEDIAH DIED
Jubal remounted and
headed back to the outskirts of St. Louis. He carried the Spencer
in his right hand, resting across the saddle bow, with his thumb on
the hammer. His deep-set brown eyes moved from side to side of the
trail, warily alert for the slightest movement for, although he was
fairly sure the Klan raiders had scattered in panic without
spotting him, he had no wish to find himself riding into an
ambush.

The bright moon threw long
shadows over his path and he was conscious of a feeling of relief
when the first houses appeared. The few windows that remained lit
held a
promise of solidarity and safety that was lacking on the shadowy,
tree-lined trail. The feeling was enhanced by the heavy bulk of the
buildings, squat and respectable in the violent night.

Jubal rode easily towards the
waterfront, steering the bay around the staggering figure of the
occasional drunk who reeled across his path from the swing-doors of
the saloons that appeared to be the only premises occupying that
particular quarter of the city. He found the stable and, in the
absence of the owner, unsaddled the horse himself. He hung the
saddle on a peg and rubbed down the animal, saw to its fodder rack
and watered it before walking back to the hotel.

He collected his room key and,
in the privacy of his small apartment, stripped off and fell
gratefully into bed.

The dream began with a
thundering crash, as though something very heavy was smashing
itself against a tree. Jubal grumbled in his sleep and rolled over
on the feather-stuffed mattress. Then he came instantly awake,
swinging over and out of the bed. As he moved he saw the door hanging
from a single broken hinge and the two men moving across the room
towards him. He had one hand on the Colt hidden beneath his pillow
as he landed on the far side of the bed, swinging it up to level on
the leading man.

Then pain erupted through his skull in a
great whirling candescence. He triggered off one shot that blasted
plaster from the ceiling and collapsed onto the threadbare
carpet.

‘You sure as hell move
fast.’

The voice came faintly from
somewhere close to Jubal’s face and it was accompanied by the steady flow of
liquid splashing over his chest.

‘It was a damn’ good thing ole
Seth snuck in through the window. If he hadn’t busted you I reckon
you’d be wanted in two states by now.’

Jubal fought down the nausea
produced by the blow to his head and opened his eyes. The
liquid running down his naked body was water, poured from the
pitcher by the bed. A tall, gangling man dressed in a poorly-made
black frock-coat grinned as he dribbled the last of it into Jubal’s
eyes.

‘Yeah. You came almighty close
to killin’ me. You make a habit of killin’ lawmen?’

The speaker was a
grossly fat man
whose vest threatened to give up the hard-fought struggle with his
stomach and burst asunder. Pinned to a pocket set above the roll of
his belly was a five-pointed star. Jubal focused his blurred eyes
on the legend embossed on the tarnished brass: Sheriff of St.
Louis.

‘No,’ he grunted, shaking his
head to clear the fog, ‘that’s the kind of habit can lead a man
astray.’

‘Mister,’ the fat man leaned
over to blow a cloud of cheap cigar smoke into Jubal’s face, ‘you
better believe it. Like the nun said it’s OK now and again, but
don’t get in the habit.’

Jubal moved his head to avoid
the smoke, using the action to assess the situation. It was
pointless to try anything. He was naked and both the Colt and the
rifle were out of sight. The obese sheriff sat on the bed no more than a
foot away, the tall man had put the water jug back on the
night-stand and placed himself against the remains of the door,
left hand resting on the butt of the revolver tucked into his
waistband. A third man, younger than the others, stood at the foot
of the bed holding a double-barreled shotgun with both hammers on
full cock and the black holes of the twin muzzles pointed straight
at Jubal.

‘Who are you?’ Jubal realized
they had no immediate plans to kill him and figured on buying as
much time as he could. ‘And what did I do?’

‘Well now,’ the fat man spoke,
spilling cigar ash down onto the food stains that decorated his
vest, ‘we’re the law around here. Me, I’m the City Sheriff,’ he
tapped the badge to emphasize his words, ‘name’s Harlan. These boys
are my deputies. Young Seth there, he tapped you with the
scattergun. Zeke woke you up.’

‘I was hoping to lie in,’ said
Jubal ruefully.

‘Friend,’ said Harlan, ‘the only
lying you’re likely to do is when I question you down at the
office.’

He threw
Jubal’s
clothes onto the floor.

‘Git dressed and make it fast.
Ben Agnew’s laid some heavy charges against you and I figger to put
you behind bars until you prove you’re innocent.’

‘I always thought it was the
other way around,’ Jubal said, pulling on his pants.

Sheriff Harlan led the way out
of the hotel with Zeke and Seth following. Jubal walked between the
three men, conscious of the scattergun that prodded his back
whenever he slowed down. Harlan headed the procession down the street at a
surprisingly fast waddle. Like many fat men he moved quickly on
dainty feet, so that they slipped out and away before too many of
the other guests were aware of the arrest.

Once in the
sheriff’s
office, he settled himself behind an imposing desk and motioned for
Jubal to stand before him.

‘All right,’ he mumbled the
words around a fresh cigar, ‘now you got some explaining to do.
Accordin’ to Agnew you killed a marshal coming into town an’ then
beat up on two of his hired men.’

‘I killed a man who
used
to be a marshal,’
said Jubal evenly, ‘but that was outside of Missouri. He was fixing
to gun me down so I shot him. There were witnesses and it happened
in Colorado,v
outside of your
jurisdiction.’

‘Listen,’ said Harlan, the glint
in his piggy eyes belying the mildness of his tone, ‘I’ll decide
how far my jurisdiction stretches. Folks who shoot lawmen don’t
rate very high with me.’

‘Wire the military in Denver,’
said Jubal patiently, ‘they’ll vouch for me.’

‘They see it happen?’ demanded
Harlan.

‘No,’ Jubal admitted, ‘but
they’ll tell you about Riley. And there’s a woman in the hotel saw
the whole thing, Margaret Willes. She’ll tell you what
happened.’

‘Git her.’ Harlan jerked a thumb
at Seth who hurried out of the office, then turned back to Jubal.
‘If you’re tellin’ the truth you’re all right. If not we got a real
nice gallows out back. We ain’t had a hangin’ in some time. Should
fetch quite a crowd.’

He motioned to Jubal to sit down.

‘Might as well rest yore feet.
They could be up in the air soon.’

Zeke giggled as he brought
coffee over and Jubal decided that he liked the law in St. Louis no
better than in Denver.

He sat silently, waiting for
Seth to return with Miss Willes and hoping that Sheriff Harlan
would accept the schoolteacher’s account of the two fights. In between times, he
decided, he might as well find out as much about the situation in
St. Louis and the charges Agnew had laid as he could.

Tentatively, he began to question the fat
lawman.

Agnew, it appeared, had
denounced Jubal as a murderer. A man who had killed a marshal and
then beaten up two hired hands. They were not accusations that
could bring
about his arrest without corroborative testimony, but sufficient to
make Harlan nervous, and place Jubal under what he termed
“preventive custody.”

‘So what happens,’ Jubal asked,
‘if the woman backs my word? I go free?’

‘Depends,’ Harlan split his
fleshy lips in something that looked vaguely like a smile, ‘on how
she tells it. If’n I believe her, then you’re free. If
not ...’
He left the
sentence unfinished as he jerked a thumb in the direction of the
yard where the gallows stood. ‘Any jury around here’s gonna believe
me an’ Agnew rather than some beat-up stranger newly come to
town.’

He broke off as the door
opened, held decorously by a newly-gentled Seth who stepped back and swung
his hat from his fair hair as he ushered in an unsmiling Miss
Willes.

‘What, Sheriff,’ she demanded
before Harlan could even introduce himself, ‘is all this nonsense
about Dr. Cade?’

She put heavy
emphasis on
the word doctor.

Harlan spluttered around the
butt of his cigar, trying hard to get a word in edgeways as the
schoolmarm bombarded him with a rapid explanation of
Jubal’s innocence.
Undaunted by his grumbling protests and waving hands, she explained
both the shooting of Riley on the train in and the fight with
Agnew’s two men. Jubal sat back, enjoying the sheriff’s discomfort
and relieved at the corroboration of his own story.

When Miss Willes had finished Harlan
breathed a deep sigh.

‘Ma’am,’ he muttered through a
cloud of acrid smoke, ‘I’ll let him go on one condition. You gotta
promise me you’ll never take up law. I couldn’t stand to meet you
in the witness-box.’ He turned his florid face to Jubal. ‘All
right, Cade. Get out. You’re clear. Just keep yore nose
clean.’

‘Sure,’ grinned Jubal, rising to
take Miss Willes’ arm, ‘if you don’t pick on me again.’

‘Mister,’ grunted the lawman, ‘I
got better things to worry about with the damn’ Klan stirring
trouble.’

Jubal’s attention was abruptly caught. He
had been on the point of leaving when the sheriff’s words brought
back, in vivid detail, the memory of Jebediah hung on the burning
cross; the half-made promise to the dying Negro prompted him to
learn more about the murderous secret society.

Carefully, anxious to avoid
arousing Harlan’s suspicion, he began to probe for details. The fat man,
however, proved as ready to talk now as he had been garrulous while
arresting Jubal. The Ku Klux Klan, he revealed, had sprung up after
the Civil War, during the chaotic time of the reconstruction.
Missouri and her sister state of Illinois had both declared for the
Union, but the farms and plantations flanking the Mississippi
depended upon slaves to bring in the harvest. Like Oklahoma and
Kentucky, neither of them belonging to the eleven Confederate states, Missouri
lay south of the old-established slave line, depending for the
majority of its laboring men upon the blacks. There were many
inhabitants of St. Louis who had gone south to fight for the grey,
carrying with them the undying conviction that the Negro was
naturally inferior.

When the Confederacy died at
Appomattox they came home, their convictions unchanged. In 1866 the
Civil Rights Act made the Negroes citizens of the United
States. In
the same year, at Pulaski in Tennessee, the Ku Klux Klan was
founded.

The contagion spread fast, like some
festering epidemic of hatred, and the hooded riders began to appear
around St. Louis.

‘They been around ever since,’
grumbled Harlan, ‘slowed down, but still there. Lately they been
ridin’ again, like there was somethin’ up. They hit four farms last
week an’ two this. Say they’re gonna burn the blacks out along with
any white folks who sympathize. How come you’re so damn’ interested
anyway?’

Jubal told him about the
burned-out
homestead and his own part in the fight.

‘Good fer you,’ Harlan’s
approval was reluctant, but nonetheless real, ‘but you better watch
yourself. Those guys have long memories.’

‘Longer than the arm of the law,
it would seem.’ Miss Willes had been listening
attentively.

‘Ma’am,’ sighed the sheriff,
easing his belly around to a more comfortable position, ‘how d’you
advise me to go about arrestin’ a bunch of men no one’s seen
because they always wear those damn’ hoods?’

‘I can see the problem,’ Jubal
butted in quickly, anxious for his own reasons to avoid
antagonizing the lawman.

‘I just wish I could see
them,’ Harlan grunted.

Jubal made some noncommittal
reply and shepherded Miss Willes out of the
sheriff’s
office. He escorted her back towards their hotel where he learned
the broken door would be added to his bill and they sat down to
eat. The information about Jebediah’s murderers was stored away in
his mind and he forgot the matter as he remembered that he had not
eaten since the previous night. When they had finished he announced his
intention of riding out to the Lenz Clinic again to talk with the
professor. In addition to discussing the preliminaries of Andy’s
operation, Jubal hoped that Lenz would be able to steer him in the
direction of work. As things stood he had no hope of raising the
$6,000 necessary for the operation, but, as he had done once
before, he opined that he could use the wages from a regular job to
finance a poker game. His natural skill with cards allied to the
coldly calculating demeanor he could bring to play when gambling
might just raise the money.

He had learned the rudiments of
the game
back in the Chicago foundlings’ home where he had spent his early
years. His expertise had been developed in sessions at medical
school and honed to a fine art during his months in the West. He
preferred to play for the sheer pleasure of the game rather than
for money, but the driving need to raise funds that had been with
him ever since he accepted the responsibility of caring for Andy
Prescott, had tempered his skill, lending him an edge over most of
his opponents. The edge was the ever-present knowledge of Andy’s
need.

‘Needs must when the Devil
drives,’ he explained to Miss Willes as she protested at his
leaving her alone in dockland, ‘and right now I got the devil of a
need for funds.’

He collected the bay he had
used the night before from the stable and set out for the Lenz
Clinic.

He was a quarter mile from the
tall-standing gates when he spotted the activity around the
palatial building. Two armed men, Winchesters crooked across folded
arms, guarded the gate; beyond them he could see more men
moving around the
stairs fronting the building.

Reining in the horse as the two carbines
came to bear on his chest, he asked what was happening

‘Ain’t none o’ yore business,
stranger,’ grunted one of the guards, a thickset man with pockmarks
scarring his face.

‘That depends, I’d say,’ Jubal
replied evenly, ‘on why I’m here. There’s a boy inside waiting to
see me.’

The guard eyed
Jubal’s
travel-stained suit and spat a stream of chewing tobacco a half
inch from the horse’s hooves. The bay skittered nervously as Jubal fought to
control it.

He was beginning to feel anger
rising when a vaguely familiar voice rang from the far side of the
gate.

‘He’s OK, Jake. Let him
through.’

It was Seth, the deputy who had knocked
Jubal out that morning.

‘Thanks,’ grinned Jubal as he
pushed his mount between the two guards, deliberately bringing the
reins over so that the gelding’s hindquarters thumped Jake to one
side. ‘I appreciate the pass.’

‘You need it,’ replied Seth,
‘the whole place is under watch. The Klansmen grabbed
Lenz.’

Jubal did not bother to listen
to any more. Instead he kicked the bay into a headlong gallop over
the gravel of the drive, jumping from the saddle before the animal had come to a
halt. He left it to graze on the lawn as he powered himself up the
steps, ignoring the threatening looks of the deputies on the
door.

Sheriff Harlan met him just
inside the hall, his massive stomach serving as an effective barrier to Jubal’s
headlong rush.

‘Now where in the hell are you
goin’?’ he demanded. ‘Or d’you just make a habit of showin’ up when
there’s trouble?’

‘Andy Prescott.’ It was a shout.
‘Is he all right?’

Harlan grabbed Jubal with
one ham-like
paw as the smaller man began to move around him.

‘If he’s one o’ Lenz’s patients,
he’s OK,’ he said a little more gently. ‘The perfessor was the only
one they took.’

‘Why?’

‘Seems like Lenz preached
equality with more noise than sense,’ said Harlan, ‘so the Klan
took him accordin’ to the note we found. They intend to kill him if
the state governor don’t agree to their demands. And what the hell
they might be, we don’t know until they tell us.’

Jubal felt relief wash over him
at the knowledge that Andy was safe. He had known that he was fond of the
boy, but never realized how deep that affection went until
now.

He paced restlessly up and down
the reception room for the remaining hour, then the sheriff
announced that he could see the boy. Andy was preparing for a class. The Lenz
Clinic was obviously well enough organized to continue running its
day-to-day functions in the absence of the professor. What would
happen to the medical side if the brilliant German failed to return
was something else, something Jubal preferred not to think
about.

‘Hi, Andy,’ he greeted the
snub-nosed youngster. ‘You all right?’

‘Oh sure,’ Andy dismissed the
excitement with the casual sophistication of adolescence, ‘we’ve
been through worse than this, haven’t we, Jubal?’

‘I guess so,’ Jubal
grinned.

‘It’s like Pa always said,’ Andy
announced as Jubal waited for the inevitable cliché, “every cloud’s
got a silver lining”, an’ now that Professor Lenz is gone,
Professor Klaus has taken over. He’s much nicer.’

‘That’s good,’ murmured Jubal,
steering Andy to a nearby settee, ‘but there’s something I have to
talk over with you.’

‘I guess I know what it’s gonna
be,’ said Andy wistfully, ‘you’re leaving again.’

The sadness in his voice hurt
Jubal and he paused, seeking for the right words. Before he could
say anything, however, Andy demonstrated once again the uncanny
knack he had developed for sensing a person’s mood.

‘It’s OK, though. I know you
gotta make the money for my fees and that can’t be
easy.’

His hand sought
Jubal’s on the
plush material of the luxurious settee, squeezing it in affirmation
of his total faith in his friend. Jubal returned the pressure and
stroked the youngster’s tousled blond hair.

‘Son,’ he murmured, ‘don’t you
worry about that side of things. I’ll find the money and we’ll get
you out of here someday.’

Andy brightened up at the prospect.

‘I sure hope so.’ His
near-sightless eyes stared into Jubal’s, almost as though he could
see again. ‘Remember our deal? You said you’d take me with you when
I learned to talk without sayin’ ain’t. I been working real hard on
that.’

‘Yeah,’ said Jubal, ‘I noticed
that. You’re getting a whole lot better, too.’

‘It ain’t easy,’ smiled Andy,
then gulped when he realized what he had said.

His face fell as Jubal laughed, then he
smiled again, recovering his natural cheerfulness, and began to
laugh himself.

‘Like your pa probably said
sometime,’ grinned Jubal, ‘it’s not easy to teach an old dog new
tricks.’

‘Yeah,’ agreed Andy, ‘but I’m
not an old dog.’

Jubal took advantage of the
boy’s good
humor to explain that he would have to be away for a while looking
for work, but promised to return at the earliest possible time.
Then he said goodbye, sending Andy off to his lessons and went out
to find his horse.

A deputy had hitched the animal
to a pillar and Sheriff Harlan was straining the springs of a buggy
standing alongside. He called to Jubal as the smaller man emerged from the
clinic. ‘Hey, Cade! You want to ride back with me?’

Jubal was not sure the buggy
would support the additional weight, but Harlan’s invitation carried the tones
of an order, so he tied the bay to the rear of the carriage and
climbed aboard alongside the obese lawman.

‘Wanted to talk to you,’ said
Harlan, offering Jubal a cigar which was readily accepted, ‘about
the Klan. Seems like you come closer’n anyone to catchin’ sight of
the bastards, could be you spotted somethin’ we might
use.’

‘Don’t count on it,’ Jubal shook
his head doubtfully, ‘they had hoods covering their faces and they
didn’t wait around to introduce themselves.’

‘That’s as may be,’ grunted
Harlan, guiding the buggy with casual expertise, ‘but you killed at
least three of them; more to judge by the bloodstains, but I guess
they was dragged away. Leastways you gave me a lead.’

He explained that the three
corpses had been identified. Abe Canfield had been a small
landowner; Jeremiah Jones, a local storekeeper; Daniel Cody, a general
handyman. All three had fought for the Confederacy and were known
for their anti-Union, anti-Negro feelings. They had been in the
habit of voicing their prejudices in the company of several other
sympathizers in a saloon called the Silver Mine. Harlan had ordered
his men to bring in their drinking companions in the hope that they
would give something away.

‘Slim chance, though,’ he
grunted, ‘we got nothing concrete an’ if we can’t scare ’em into
talkin’ we’ll have to let them go.’

Jubal recalled his own
experience of Harlan’s law and wondered if the sheriff’s high-handed
interpretation applied only to non-residents of St. Louis. He
refrained, however, from voicing the thought and tried hard to
think of something he had seen that might give a clue. He could
remember nothing and by the time they had reached Harlan’s office
the sheriff was convinced Jubal could not help him.

‘What are you planning on doing
about Lenz?’ Jubal asked as they climbed down from the
buggy.

‘The citizens’ committee’s
already posted a reward,’ Harlan replied. ‘They put up $5,000 for
the capture of the Grand Dragon. That’s the Klan leader,’ he added
by way of explanation. ‘Seems like kidnapping Lenz has spooked ’em.
I guess they figger one of them could be next.’

Jubal’s eyebrows lifted at the size of the
reward. A sum that large would go a long way towards paying for
Andy’s operation. He made a fast decision.

‘Sheriff,’ he asked easily, ‘you
got any objections to freelance hunting?’

Harlan eyed him speculatively before he
answered.

‘Cade,’ he said evenly, ‘in
twenty-four hours this town’ll see more bounty hunters than a dog’s
got fleas. One more ain’t gonna make much difference. Just be
careful: you already made an enemy of the Klan, Ben Agnew’s got it
in for you, an’ if you cross a bounty man he ain’t gonna draw no
lines at killin’ you on suspicion. Seems to me you already got your
share of trouble.’

‘Sheriff,’ Jubal said,
poker-faced, ‘when you play for high stakes you can’t always pick
your friends.’

‘Seems to me,’ Harlan grunted,
‘that in yore case it’s more a question of pickin’ your
enemies.’


Chapter Five

 


COME NIGHTFALL THE
following day
Harlan’s prophecy was being fulfilled by a steady stream of
hard-eyed men with tight lips and more weaponry than the average
citizen carried.

Jubal watched them coming in
from a seat in the Silver Mine, noting the way their hands never
strayed far from their guns and the way their eyes scanned
passers-by like predatory animals calculating their
chances of a
kill. He had spent the time since his conversation with the sheriff
asking questions around town. The kidnapping was, anyway, the main
topic of conversation and Jubal had found it easy to glean more
information on the Ku Klux Klan and its mysterious leader. The
Grand Dragon had first appeared just over a year ago, breathing new
life into the St. Louis Klonklave of the organization. There was no
hint to his identity, nor any doubt of his ruthlessness. Since his
coming the Klonklave had surpassed itself in acts of sheer, raw
savagery. Negroes had been found dead, their bodies bloody
testimony to the tortures they had suffered. White landowners
showing the slightest sympathy towards the blacks had been burned
out or killed. Crops had gone up in flames and homesteads had been
razed to the ground; now farmers living outside of town slept
behind shuttered windows with guns beside their beds. They ignored
the hoofbeats in the night and if they caught sight of a cross
blazing against the sky they looked the other way.

Many had quit, leaving for
quieter parts, selling off their land cheaply to the bigger owners
who could afford to police the steadings more effectively. St.
Louis lived in the grip of fear. But all that Jubal could learn
about the mysterious leader of the Klansmen was that he had earned a
reputation as the coldest-blooded killer most people had ever
encountered.

Now he was playing cards and
wondering how to get a more definite lead on his target.
Bounty hunting was
not a profession with any appeal for Jubal Cade. He knew that he
was capable of killing with lethal efficiency and no regret, but
that was a facet of his character forced upon him by sheer
necessity, a talent he had developed in order to stay alive.
Hunting men for the price on their heads was odious to him. But he
needed the $6,000; and he placed Andy’s sight higher than the Klan
leader’s life.

More immediately, however, he needed funds
and poker was the fastest way he knew to raise them.

He had thought of heading for
one of the plusher gaming salons where the big money changed hands.
But Ben Agnew played the high staked houses and Jubal had no wish
to provoke more trouble with his old enemy. So he had made for the
Silver Mine in search of a game and information. Now he
concentrated on the former. Detachment was his rule when playing
poker, for the man who allowed his attention to wander was a loser
with no business in a serious game.

He flicked ash from the glowing tip of his
cheroot and studied the cards in his hand.

He was already thirty dollars ahead of his
original five dollar stake and the flush he held promised another
pot of fifty dollars.

‘I’ll hold,’ he
murmured.

Across the table a big,
raw-boned man called Dempsey snorted in disgust. His face looked
like it had seen the wrong end of a broken bottle and came out even
worse as he grimaced around a smile.

‘Dammit, Cade,’ he grumbled, ‘it
ain’t hardly worth playin’ when you say hold.’

Jubal grinned, his mild manners
belying the mind that was carefully working out the odds
against his
winning.

‘The luck’s in the cards. If
it’s with you, hold onto it.’

The second player, a small
rancher who had introduced himself as Gus Terry, dropped out. The
third, Harry Wilson, began to raise the pot. Jubal had noticed that
Wilson was the kind of gambler who took overlong chances, relying on optimism
and blind luck rather than working out the odds. Several times now
he had driven the stakes up too high for the others to follow, only
to lose to Jubal. Now he was out for revenge and playing too wildly
for his own good.

Jubal went with him, matching raise for
raise until the pot hit his thirty-five dollar limit. Cursing
inwardly, he saw Wilson.

The man drew hard on the
corn cob
pipe stuck between his teeth and put down three of a kind alongside
a loose queen and a seven.

‘Sorry,’ murmured Jubal as he
set the five club cards on the table, ‘but I guess it’s
mine.’

Wilson swore as Jubal scooped
in the sixty-five dollar pot and called for more whiskey. Jubal
refused a glass, sipping the half-cold coffee that was his usual drink when he
played seriously. He was not, generally, a drinking man and alcohol
came under the heading of distraction in his personal poker
rules.

Wilson shrugged and picked up
the pack of greasy cards. He shuffled inexpertly and passed them to Terry for
cutting, then began to deal.

Jubal cleared two pairs off the top and
decided to go for a full house on the change card. Dempsey put down
three and Gus Terry held. Wilson took one card.

Jubal’s change did him no good, his
discard bringing in an unmatched seven. But Dempsey dropped out and
the expression on Wilson’s face indicated a bad draw. Jubal decided
that the pot was his or Terry’s and decided to take a chance. The
betting rose steadily and Wilson threw his hand in after two
rounds. Terry began to look nervous and Jubal decided to push him.
He shoved ten silver dollars into the center of the table, watching
Terry expectantly. The tall man studied his cards, sighed, and
threw them down.

‘Yours, Cade,’ he grinned
resignedly, ‘I ain’t about to buck your kind of luck.’

Jubal smiled and pulled in his winnings. He
was now better than a hundred dollars up on his stake.

Gus Terry was shuffling cards
as Dempsey announced his intention of folding. He rose from his
chair as a sallow man with a long scar running down the side of his face
sauntered over to the table.

‘Got
room for two more?’ he asked with a smile that looked like he
expected the answer to be yes.

‘Sure,’ said Wilson, ‘if you got the money.’

The man sat down, hitching the
Frontier Model Colt holstered at his side over to the left hip, and waved
across the room to his companion.

‘I’m
Childress,’ he said coldly, ‘Frank Childress.’ It was as though he
expected them to recognize the name. ‘This here’s Billy
Eagle.’

The second man grinned
apologetically and slipped into the fifth chair. He was small,
shorter by several inches than Jubal, but built like a beer barrel
with lank black hair dropping below his shoulders from the beaded
ribbon tied around his forehead.

‘Billy’s half injun,’ explained Childress, pulling a cheroot
from the front pocket of his black coat, ‘hope none o’ you gents
got any objections to playin’ with an injun.’

The players shook their
heads and Jubal acted as spokesman.

‘Like
the man said. If you got the money you’re welcome to sit
in.’

‘Good.’ Childress eyed Jubal. ‘Billy don’t like to drink
alone.’

Without asking, he grabbed
Wilson’s
bottle and poured two healthy slugs of whiskey.

‘You
gonna deal or not?’ he grunted at Terry.

The rancher started in his
seat and held the cards for Jubal to cut, then he dealt five
hands.

Jubal took the pot again with a
filled straight based on the second deal. Wilson took the next and
the scarred Childress the third. Then Jubal bluffed one and saw Billy Eagle
for the fifth, laying down a full house against a flush. The
half-breed grumbled under his breath and downed a glass of
whiskey.

‘Billy
don’t take kindly to losing,’ said Childress
conversationally.

‘Too
bad,’ smiled Jubal, ‘but luck’s where you find it.’

‘Or
make it,’ Childress countered.

‘Yeah,’ agreed Jubal, ‘everyone’s got to make their
own.’

‘Some
folks make it better than others,’ said Childress fixing Jubal with
a cold blue stare.

‘You
trying to tell me something?’ Jubal said pleasantly, noting that
the man’s gaze had flickered sideways over his shoulder.

He wondered if Childress
and Billy Eagle were on their own, or whether they had a third man
at his back.

‘I’m
just sayin’ you win an awful lot.’ Childress’ left hand was toying
with the butt of his Colt. ‘An’ Billy gets upset when he
loses.’

‘Let’s
play some more then,’ Jubal was conscious of someone moving closer
behind him, ‘and see if his luck changes.’

It didn’t. The barrel-chested half-breed
lost three more hands, two to Jubal and one to Wilson. Then Gus
Terry took the pot with two pairs and Childress put down a straight
to win sixty dollars. Jubal had won about three hundred and was
thinking about turning in when he cleared a succession of winning
cards that got him four pots in fast order. He had over five
hundred dollars in the pocket of his grey jacket when the fidgeting
Billy Eagle finally exploded.

Mouthing a flood of guttural
curses, he kicked his chair over and slid a thin-bladed knife out
of a belt
sheath. The steel caught the gleam of the chandelier suspended from
the center of the ceiling as it spun viciously towards Jubal’s
throat.

The movement was so fast that
Wilson and Terry were still sitting open-mouthed as the breed made
the deadly throw.

Jubal, though, had powered
himself sideways as Billy Eagle’s hand released the blade. He hurtled
from his chair, hitting the floor with his left shoulder and
rolling with the momentum. Behind him, he heard a man scream as the
blade sank into his leg, then was rolling up onto his knees, right
hand snatching the .30 caliber Colt from its shoulder rig beneath
his jacket. He swung the long-barreled handgun out and up as he
rose, pulling back the hammer at the same time as his forefinger
caught the trigger slack.

The shot blasted bright
fragments of broken steel from the second knife. Shattering the blade in
mid-flight, the bullet ploughed on through the half-breed’s left
arm.

Billy Eagle screamed as he felt
his elbow disintegrate, dropping the useless lower arm to his side,
where it dangled limply from the remaining tendons. Childress was
moving fast, throwing over the table as he fell to a crouch
behind its
protective bulk. And a third man was angling towards Jubal from out
of the crowd.

Jubal rolled again, powering
his body across the floor in the direction of the nearest table.
Childress’
Colt blew splinters from the planking as he went and the heavy
cough of a rifle imprinted new danger on his senses. Billy Eagle
was still screaming, but now it sounded like a war-whoop and he had
a heavy Bowie knife in his good hand. Gus Terry, Wilson and the
other customers were running for the swing-doors and Jubal
acknowledged the cold shiver of danger up his spine as he reached
to pull over a table, utilizing its temporary cover against his
three attackers.

Winchester slugs blasted holes
through the flimsy pine as Jubal threw a quick glance around the
big room, looking for more substantial cover. He triggered two fast
shots that sent Childress and the third man into hiding, then came
up onto his feet as Billy Eagle ran at him.

The Bowie knife was held out in
front, down low with the edge uppermost for a gut
thrust.
Jubal clubbed it aside with the barrel of the Colt and drove his
knee into the half-breed’s groin. Billy Eagle screamed again and
clutched the core of his pain as Jubal powered himself backwards
over the bar.

He landed across the marbled
top in a cascade of broken glasses, wrapping his arms over his face to
protect himself from the shards as he somersaulted over and down
behind the solid structure.

Maddened by pain, Billy Eagle
kept on coming, blocking his companions’ fire. Jubal saw the knife-blade
slashing the air over his head and reached up to grab the man’s
wrist. He threw his full weight onto the arm so that it came down
stretched over the broken glass on the bar.

Billy Eagle yelled afresh as
the splinters penetrated his linen shirt, lacing the
entire
length of his right arm with bright crimson and glittering shards
of razor-edged glass. Jubal kept on pulling, dragging the screaming
breed across the bar until his face slid into sight. He rammed the
muzzle of his Colt through Eagle’s teeth and squeezed the trigger.
The discharge yanked the man out of Jubal’s grasp, throwing him
back up into the air. His head snapped over farther than seemed
possible as the bullet broke his neck and a fountain of blood
exploded over the saloon, spattering the voluptuous nude hung above
the bar with dribbles of crimson.

Billy Eagle tottered
backwards, the remains of his face staring at the bloody graffiti
he had painted over the nude. Then he fell down.

‘Your
friend just lost his head,’ shouted Jubal as he crawled to a new
position at the end of the long bar, ‘I hope you guys have more
brains.’

His retort was answered by the
vicious crack of the Winchester and he felt glass rain down from
the stacked bottles behind him. He sent two shots spanging towards
the point of fire and dropped back into cover as he worked the discharge
lever of the Colt. The hot shells fell down onto the floor, burning
his hand as he turned the cylinder, but he ignored the pain,
pushing fresh shells into the empty gun.

The Colt was still only
half loaded when he
heard pounding feet moving fast across the saloon, their rhythm
punctuated by the crack of the rifle. The bar front was more solid
than a table, but the cover it afforded him was still insufficient
to withstand the blast of a rifle fired at close range. Jubal
hugged the sawdust-covered floor as the bullets smashed through the
wood above him. He could hear the gunman moving closer as he
reloaded, and he knew he could not finish in time.

Then thunder filled the Silver
Mine with a bellowing roar that lifted a body across the bar as blood
poured from a hundred holes punched through flesh.

A Winchester rattled off the
bottles over Jubal’s head, crashing down onto the planking at his side.
It was followed by the mangled remnants of a man, although what was
left of his torso and skull were scarcely recognizable as human. The
corpse fell across Jubal’s legs, twitching as the nerves lost the
impulse of the ruined brain, then went still.

‘That
feller dead?’ called an unknown voice.

‘And
how!’ Jubal shouted in reply. ‘Makes the fight a little more even.
Thanks, mister!’

‘Wasn’t for you,’ the stranger answered icily. ‘Your fight
ain’t mine.’

Jubal snaked around the end of
the bar and powered himself in a long dive across the floor,
landing on the far side of a brass plant pot. A bullet ricocheted off the vase,
tipping it over to rain dirt and fading aspidistra leaves over his
moving body.

The shot had come from above
him, fired from the balcony that ran around the upper level of the
saloon, so he cat-footed his way over to the wall, his gun covering the
railed walkway fifteen feet above his head, As he moved, he
glimpsed a black-coated figure running for a fresh vantage point.
He recognized Childress and moved in the direction he guessed the
bounty hunter would be making for. The saloon was empty now, except
for a tall figure dressed in faded blue standing in the shelter of
the recessed doorway. From the short-barreled scattergun cradled in
his arms, Jubal guessed that this was his helper. He waved briefly
to the silent man and in reply saw an arm reach out to point
towards a spot a few feet above his head.

Moving silent as death in the
night, he made his way forwards to a point just below the spot the
tall stranger had indicated. His Colt was cocked and pointing up as a faint
dribble of sawdust trickled down, almost indiscernible in the
smoke-filled atmosphere of the saloon.

Without hesitation, Jubal
fired the Colt three times, blasting bullets straight up through
the underside of the balcony.

His fire was answered by a low
moan and the sound of boot heels clattering on the planks over his
head. Then came the rasping sound of wood breaking as a body fell
heavily against the flimsy balustrade, followed by a twisting,
black-coated figure that tumbled through the air.

Jubal triggered a fourth shot
as the body fell, drilling a hole through Frank
Childress’
chest before he hit the sawdust in a limp bundle.

Incredibly, the man still
lived, pushing himself up to a sitting position even as he coughed
blood over
his shirt-front.

‘Damn
you,’ he mumbled, clutching at his chest. ‘I don’t like to lose any
more’n Billy.’

The Derringer he was pulling
from his vest fell unfired as a Colt crashed a bullet neatly
through his skull. Jubal’s own shot exploded his neck before the corpse had
fallen to the floor.

‘Just
goes to show,’ said a voice from the doorway, ‘that you can’t trust
no one. Not even a dead bounty man.’

Jubal turned to study the
stranger. He was tall and lean, with long dark hair falling over
the shoulders of his sweat-stained shirt. From a dark-tanned,
leanly handsome face, cold blue eyes studied Jubal as expert
fingers pushed a fresh cartridge into the still-smoking
Colt.

‘For
me or not, it helped,’ said Jubal. ‘Like to thank you. What do I
call you?’

The stranger was coldly
impassive, with a menace that seemed a natural part of his
being.

‘Edge
is all.’

‘You
sure gave me one,’ grinned Jubal.

‘Sometimes the breaks fall for a man,’ Edge said stonily. He
spat. ‘Always did have a yen to see if a barkeep’s gun fired
straight.’

‘That
one did,’ Jubal replied, pouring two shots of whiskey and grimacing
down at the dead man. ‘What’d he do to you?’

‘Stole
a little money,’ said Edge, swallowing the whiskey in a single
gulp. Then he walked around the bar and stooped over the corpse.
From the pocket of the blood-drenched shirt, he took a thin stack
of bills. He peeled off a five spot and dropped it on the inert
form.

‘For
the funeral.’

‘Know
who he was?’ Jubal asked.

Edge shook his head.
‘And I don’t give
much of a damn.’ He eyed the blasted face of his victim. ‘Don’t
reckon even his own mother’d be able to recognize him
now.’

Jubal. pursed his lips.
‘They’ll have to
bury him as the man with no name, I guess.’

‘Yeah,’ Edge agreed softly as he put away his money. ‘Who
grabbed his last fistful of dollars.’


Chapter Six

 


‘SO
YOU FIGURE to find the money bounty hunting?’ said Edge, watching
Jubal over the rim of his second glass of whiskey.

‘I
guess so.’

Jubal’s five feet six were dwarfed by the
rangy frame of his companion. ‘It seems like the only way I can
make it fast.’

Edge showed a cold grin.
‘Maybe. It’s got to
be safer than playing poker.’

For a moment, Jubal wondered if
Edge had the same bounty hunting in mind. Childress and Billy Eagle
had had bounty hunter stamped all over them and there was a
taciturn deadliness about this man. Jubal hoped they would not end
up fighting
over the same quarry. Then Edge set his mind at rest.

‘No
hassle, feller,’ the tall man said softly. ‘I got other fish to
fry. Just passing through is all.’

Jubal was glad to hear it. He
had taken an immediate liking to the tall, cool stranger: an affinity that went
beyond the gratitude he felt towards Edge for his intervention in
the gunfight. And he had no wish to go up against the man. He
sipped his drink, watching the saloon fill up again as nervous
patrons returned now that the shooting was over. The bartender
approached warily, cautiously requesting the return of his shotgun.
Edge threw the weapon to him and turned back to Jubal.

‘You
know anything about the Klan, mister?’ Jubal asked him.

‘Only
that they don’t bother me.’

‘Because you’re not a Negro or a small
homesteader.’

Edge nodded.
‘Guess that makes
me real lucky in this part of the country.’

The tall stranger was not an
easy man to like. But Jubal tried hard to get his interest
again. ‘If
you were, who d’you think would be after your blood?’

Edge grinned.
‘Folks that hate
me. Or folks that wanted my land.’

A thoughtful frown
creased Jubal’s forehead. ‘The big boys,’ he said softly. ‘The
businessmen and the combines. You reckon there’s something in
that?’

‘Something, maybe,’ Edge agreed. ‘Ain’t no folks meaner than
rich folks.’

‘Yeah,’ Jubal said. ‘Support the Klan with a few dollars and
buy up dead men’s land for just a few dollars more.’

‘Which
brings us back to him,’ Edge said with a grin, nudging the blasted
corpse with his boot. Then he finished his whiskey, put the glass
on the bar top and turned to leave.

‘You’re going?’ Jubal said.

‘Got
this pain in my head, feller. Ride in the fresh air will maybe ease
it.’

‘I’m a
doctor,’ Jubal offered. ‘I can give you a couple of
pills.’

‘Forget the pills, doc,’ Edge called from the doorway.
‘Won’t help the kind of pain I’ve got.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Kind
a man gets when another one picks his brain,’ Edge answered with a
grin that was almost warm.

Jubal walked out to the
hitching
rail and watched as Edge swung up onto a big black horse. He pulled
the beast’s head around and rode away. He didn’t say anything as he
went and he didn’t look back; Jubal stood silent until he was out
of sight, wondering where he had come from and if they would ever
meet again.

Then he made his way back
to his hotel.

In the morning he breakfasted
with Miss Willes. She had heard nothing of the fight and Jubal did
not speak about it. Instead he listened patiently to her troubles.
It appeared that the money she was waiting for was delayed so that she
had been forced to find temporary work. A local school run by the
Lutheran pastor specifically for the children of Negroes had
offered her a temporary position. She was starting there that
morning and Jubal volunteered to escort her through the bustling
streets of the riverside town.

When they arrived he was
introduced to Pastor James, a kindly old man with the last strands
of his snow-white hair straggling over the collar of his black
clerical jacket. He had been born in St. Louis and never gone farther away
from the town than Memphis.

‘A
dreadful place, my boy,’ he informed Jubal, laying a paternal hand
on his shoulder, ‘a town of loose women and gambling halls. Why, I
even saw an emporium dealing in books of a most questionable nature
whilst seeking a religious text.’

Jubal refused the old
man’s offer
of a glass of port as Margaret Willes departed to attend her new
class and instead found himself regaled with stories of St. Louis.
Pastor James, for all his garrulous nature, was an unwavering
practitioner of his faith. Three times the Klan had burned his
little school to the ground; each time he had rebuilt it with his
own hands and the little help he could find amongst his fellow
citizens. Now he was left mostly alone, a kind of monument to what
small progress the place had made.

‘You
are a doctor, you say?’ he asked, pouring himself another glass of
port. ‘We could use you, my boy.’

‘How?’
asked Jubal. Through all his lonely traveling he had retained two
things against all odds: the Spencer, converted from a
single-action carbine to repeating rifle by a friend long-dead in
the Civil War, and his well-stocked black medical valise. The bag
was scuffed now, travel-marked like its owner, but Jubal had never
let it go. It reminded him of another, intangible thing he could
never forget. That was his Hippocratic oath.

The
clergyman’s
remark served to remind him that he was a doctor.

‘A
tragic business,’ said James, ‘but if you would look at the
patient?’

Jubal agreed immediately
and the pastor sent one of the schoolchildren to fetch his valise
while he escorted Jubal to a mean, ramshackle hut several streets
away from the school.

The man lying on
the dirty
bunk was close to death, Jubal could see that at a glance. He was
face down on a faded blanket that might once have been white. Now
the grimy covering was streaked with blood from the multiple
lacerations decorating his back like putrescent lace work. Someone,
Jubal realized, had whipped the Negro raw.

‘The
Ku Klux Klan,’ said James quietly before Jubal could even frame the
question. ‘They were trying to persuade him he should no longer
attend my school.’

‘Get
me hot water,’ answered Jubal.

The clergyman hurried to comply,
stoking a tiny stove into new life as Jubal studied the injured
man. The child arrived with his medical equipment as the water came
to a boil and he washed his hands and forearms carefully before
beginning to cleanse the ruined flesh on the Negro’s back. Using
pads of lint soaked in hot water and antiseptic, he bathed the
wounds; then, very gently, he applied salve to the
lacerations.

As he worked, Pastor James
explained what had happened. The Negro, Zebedee, had attended the
school. He
owned a small farm outside of St. Louis and wished to improve his
condition. He saw education as a means to that end and in
consequence had set out to learn how to read and write; highly
respected by his fellow Negroes, his example had prompted several
others to follow suit, thus swelling the numbers of James’s
academy. This small success had brought down the wrath of the Klan:
to their blinkered eyes no black man had any right to education. It
was a thing that gave slaves ideas above their station. So they had
burned out two farms, killing five Negroes in the process. Zebedee
had remained undeterred. The son of slaves, he had seen the Civil
War and the emancipation as a chance for his people to become
something better and he was determined to take that
chance.

Instead he had taken a
savage whipping.

Now Jubal labored to save his life. The
man had been attended by his family, with poor knowledge of modem
medicine, and while the treatment had done something to deaden the
nervous shock, it left plenty to be desired in the way of hygiene
and healing. The ominous signs of septicemia showed in the wounds
and Jubal knew that Zebedee was fighting hard to hold the tenuous
thread of his existence.

He dressed the wounds with
sulphur powder and bandaged the moaning man.

‘He
needs plenty of care,’ he remarked; ‘is there anywhere else he can
stay? Someplace a mite cleaner?’

Pastor James dithered for a
moment, then nodded his head. ‘The school. There’s an office we could use
there.’

Jubal washed blood from his
hands and
began to replace his instruments as he spoke. ‘Then let’s get him there. If
you can find some men to carry the bed we’ll take him down on
that.’

James hastened to arrange the
transport as Jubal prepared a syringe of morphine. He was not
certain the
Negro could take it, but he was sure that he must be moved and that
he could not survive the rigors of the short journey. If he did
die, at least he would die without pain.

Zebedee, though, was as firm in
his determination to live as he had been in his desire for learning. He lay
silent as he was carried by four husky young Negroes to the school
and installed in a brass bed with sparkling clean sheets hurriedly
made up by the pastor’s wife.

After meeting Jane James, Jubal
felt happier about leaving the sick man. The short, blonde woman was obviously
well organized, running her husband’s domestic life with a firm,
but cheerful hand; she was the kind of nurse he trusted.

Thoughts of work had left his
mind as he tended Zebedee, but now that the man was
well
settled, he remembered his obligation to Andy. Promising to return
that evening, he bade his farewells and started out to walk through
the town. For part of the way he was accompanied by two of the
young men who carried the bed. They were impressed by the care he
had shown for their friend and spoke freely of the problems of
living in a Klan-threatened society. Jubal listened carefully,
hoping to pick up some kind of lead on his bounty.

It came, unexpectedly, two
days later.

The only kind of work
around St.
Louis that promised any kind of a reasonable return on effort was
centered in dockland. There were too many medical men already
practicing to leave room for a newcomer and the farms had all the
labor they needed in the Negro population. The docks were another
proposition.

Down the straggling riverside
frontage that was the life center of the town, wharves and warehouses bucked
the sky. Reaching up four and five stories, the vast wooden
buildings overflowed with the goods that came in from the big
paddle-steamers and sternwheelers plying their trade up and down
the Mississippi. From the North came iron and coal, manufactured
goods and fripperies for the ladies; from the South came cotton and
cattle, exotic fruits and imported goods landed by the ocean-going
vessels beaching in New Orleans. In turn, St. Louis served as a
clearing-house for the fruitful Mississippi basin, shipping its own
produce in either direction along the great river.

Jubal spent the
first day
walking around, getting the lie of the land. On the second, he was
drinking a cool beer in a waterfront tavern when a tall, swarthy
man sat down across the table.

‘Jubal
Cade?’

The voice carried foreign
overtones together with a strong hint of command.

‘Yeah.’ Jubal set his mug down and studied the speaker. ‘Who
are you?’

‘Duval.’ It was obvious that he expected to be recognized.
‘Captain Duval of the William M. James. Finest, fastest and fairest sternwheeler
on the entire river.’

Jubal looked deliberately blank. He knew
the river captains were a prideful group, but there was an
arrogance in Duval’s manner that grated harshly on his
nerves.

‘Captain Jacques Duval.’ The river man fidgeted with his
brandy glass as he met Jubal’s cold brown eyes. ‘You have not heard
of me?’

‘No.’

‘Merde!’ Jubal fixed the accent as French: a Creole captain from
the southern reaches of the waterway. ‘Everyone has heard of
Jacques Duval.’

‘Sorry, Captain,’ Jubal grinned, ‘but I guess you just met
the exception to the rule. I’m new in town and I never heard of
you.’

‘But
I, friend, have heard of you.’ Duval’s handsome face displayed a
set of the finest teeth Jubal had ever seen. ‘I have
heard that you seek
work and that you are a doctor. Et voila, I am here to offer it to
you.’

He sipped his brandy, holding
the glass in an elegantly gloved hand, the soft-tooled leather
stretching tight across powerful fingers, his aquiline features
bland with
self-contentment as he waited for Jubal’s reply.

‘What
kind of work?’ Jubal sipped his beer and Duval called for
another.

‘Doctor’s work, my friend; the kind you are trained
for.’

‘Why
does a riverboat need a doctor?’ Jubal did not take to Jacques
Duval. ‘There are towns the whole length of the Mississippi and
they all got doctors. If you need a crewman doctored all you got to
do is drop him off at the next dock.’

Duval leant closer across
the table, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial
whisper.

‘But
my cargoes are, shall we say, special? The kind that require
personal attention. Not the kind one would take to any riverside
doctor.’

‘Captain,’ said Jubal, ‘I’m no vet.’

‘Nor
are my cargoes cattle,’ laughed Duval. ‘Oh no, my friend. My
cargoes are a different kind of fish entirely. Fish of a darker
hue.’

Jubal suddenly realized
what the man was talking about. And with the realization came the
belief that he might now have the lead on the Klan he had been
looking for.

‘You
mean Negroes.’ He stared at Duval.

‘Oui. I mean Negroes. There are many who still, shall we say,
work up and down the river. I am frequently called upon to carry
them and when they come aboard I like to know they are
healthy.’

He ordered a second brandy
before going on. ‘They often need medical attention and, in consequence, I
find the need of a doctor on board the William M. James.’

‘And
you figure that doctor should be me,’ murmured Jubal.

‘Could be,’ replied Duval. ‘The right man would get $500 dollars a
month and all found. Not bad money, eh, my friend?’

‘Good
money, I’d say,’ Jubal answered, ‘maybe even too good to be
true.’

‘Think
about it,’ Duval smiled, ‘I hear that you seek work and I offer it
to you. I leave in two days’ time; if you wish to accept the
position, meet me here tomorrow at the same time.’

He rose to his feet, buttoning
his dark blue jacket across his muscular chest, settled a
beribboned cap on
his curly hair and threw Jubal a negligent salute before striding
from the tavern. Jubal watched him go, wondering how a man who was
so obviously dealing in slaves could afford to be so open about
it.

His unspoken questions were
answered the next day, when he met Duval. Elegant as ever, the
river captain sauntered into the tavern, smiling as he caught sight of
Jubal.

‘Good,’ he exclaimed, dropping into a chair. ‘I assume from
your presence that you intend to accept my invitation?’

Jubal nodded without
speaking.

Duval was not particularly
interested anyway; he was happy to talk, clearly enjoying the sound of his
voice and utterly convinced that he held the complete concentration
of his listener. Jubal, in turn, was prepared to let the Creole
talk, gleaning as much information as possible. He learned that the
Negroes Duval transported were, so far as the official records were
concerned, hired laborers employed under terms of contract; Duval
simply delivered them to their place of work. Part of his deal was
to deliver them in good condition, and as they occupied the cargo
holds of the William M. James, it had become necessary, as the illicit business
grew, to hire a doctor to check them out. Once sure of Jubal’s
implication in the scheme, Duval spoke freely, explaining the exact
nature of his duties and the slaving operation.

Jubal listened attentively,
agreeing to join Duval on the wharf the following morning. He was
not yet sure where the link would come, but he was certain that a
chain of coincidence led from Duval and his illegal cargo down the
river to the slave camps and on to the high-priced Klan leader. He remembered
Edge’s suggestion that big money might skulk behind the Klan: there
was obviously money involved in an operation that involved the
wholesale transport of human cargo.

He decided to visit Sheriff
Harlan.

Their relationship had
changed since the first violent meeting and the gargantuan lawman
greeted Jubal like an old friend.

‘Duval?’ He answered Jubal’s question with a nod; ‘yeah, I
heard of him. Captain Jack he’s called on the river. A hard man
underneath those New Orleans manners, with about five dead men to
prove it. He killed a couple last year in knife fights, but there
was never anything I could pin on him.’

Tentatively, Jubal asked about
the slave trade.

‘That,’ grunted Harlan, sucking angrily on his cigar. ‘I
know about that too. Trouble is there ain’t no damn’ thing I can
prove. Captain Jack always carries legal papers; signed by the
proper authorities, shipshape and Bristol-fashion.’

‘Fashions change,’ grinned Jubal, ‘maybe I’ll set some new
trends.’

‘If
you can do that, Cade,’ Harlan said, ‘you got my support. All the
way.’

Jubal thanked the sheriff and
left him poring over a batch of wanted posters, prominent amongst
them the dodger advertising the $5,000 reward for the Grand
Dragon.

He walked through the busy streets in
the direction of Pastor James’s little school. He wanted to take a
look at Zebedee before he left town and this was his last
chance.

Dusk was settling in when he
reached the wooden, single-story building and a kerosene lantern shone
through the window of the small back room where the whipsawed Negro
lay.

Jubal entered the building to
find Margaret Willes sitting beside the man’s bed, talking with him. The
schoolteacher’s blonde prettiness contrasted with Zebedee’s
work-lined black face, and Jubal was mildly surprised at his
pleasure in finding her there. Miss Willes’ good nature and genteel
background reminded him of Mary, his dead wife, and her good looks,
allied to the faith she showed in him, served to emphasize the
comparison. Under other circumstances, he mused, he might easily
have found himself pursuing the lady. As it was, he limited himself
to his customary politeness, pushing aside any thoughts of
might-have-beens in order to concentrate on the matters in
hand.

She accepted his single-mindedness
without comment and left the room to make coffee while Jubal
checked Zebedee’s condition.

The Negro was recovering well.
His physical strength, working in conjunction with a will-power
Jubal could only admire, was pulling him through the pain and shock of the
lashing. Zebedee was determined to live and Jubal was equally
determined to give him all the help he could to achieve that
aim.

He dressed the wounds afresh,
noting that the septicemia that had been turning the weals on the Negro’s
back a putrescent white was dying away. Zebedee would carry the
scars for the rest of his life, but they might not kill
him.

He was in better spirits
too, happy to meet the man who had saved his life, and eager to
talk.

Jubal asked him
about the slave
trade and the camps lying south down the Mississippi.

‘Doctor Cade,’ Zebedee grinned ruefully, ‘there ain’t no
one, black nor white, knows too much ’bout them places. ’Cept, of
course, them folks as works there, or the slavers who run
them.’

He paused while Jubal
wound fresh bandages around his chest.

‘There’s bin black folks disappearin’ for a twelvemonth, an’
more’n one found floatin’ down that ole river.’

‘But
where’d they go, Zeb?’ Jubal asked. ‘Surely someone must
know.’

‘Not
round here, doctor,’ Zeb replied; ‘ain’t no one round here knows.
Folks tell of farms down south still usin’ slaves, but that’s
mostly hearsay an’ there ain’t no one can rightly tell you where
the farms might be. All I knows is that black folks get taken off’n
their own farms an’ they ain’t never seen again. It’s like they
just upped an’ drifted away without leavin’ no messages to say
where they bound for. Tell you one thing, though. You find out
where they bein’ taken an’ I can promise you all the black folks
you want to help pull them places down. We bin slaves too long, an’
now we’re free men, like Abe Lincoln says, we ain’t gonna sit back
an’ let white folks make us slaves agin. Hell no.’

He broke off as Miss
Willes appeared with the coffee.

‘Beggin’ your pardon, ma’am,’ he said, ‘didn’t intend to use
no bad language in front of a lady.’

‘Please, Zebedee,’ she smiled as she poured three cups of
hot, black coffee, ‘don’t mention it. I can fully understand your
distress.’

She pulled a chair close
to Jubal’s
and sat down. He smiled at her, sipping his coffee. It was hot,
black and strong, just the way he liked it, and he wondered idly if
she could cook too.

Then he was yanked harshly back
to the immediate present by the sound of shattering glass and a
whirling, blazing brand that rocketed through the broken window,
knocking the cup from his hand.

He powered himself out of
the chair in a single movement that brought him, Colt cocked and
ready, to the side of the fragmented window.

Behind him Miss Willes
screamed.

‘Lawd!’ Zebedee shouted, ‘they found me.’

‘They
haven’t got you yet,’ snarled Jubal and triggered a shot at the
hooded figure running back from the window.

The man screamed as a spreading
patch of red covered the KKK stenciled across his robes. He pitched forwards,
blood splashing from his chest as he fell, and began to crawl
towards the group of robed men standing off from the
schoolhouse.

The bullet, Jubal realized,
must have pierced his lung, because he kept moving, the racking
cough that sounded between bursts of gunfire pushing fresh gouts of blood
out of his back. Another Klansman, braver or more foolish than his
companions, ran forwards, clutching at the wounded man’s arms to
drag him out of range. Jubal grinned, although no humor showed in
the taut lines of his face, and sighted carefully, ignoring the
bullets that whistled over his head.

The second Kluxer jerked
back, his hood suddenly drenched with the shattered remnants of his
face, and fell heavily across the other.

The first man began
to scream as
the weight of his would-be rescuer’s body pushed him down into the
schoolyard’s dust. His lungs, already fighting too hard for air,
were abruptly shut off under the suffocating weight, and his
fingers scrabbled desperately for the purchase that might pull him
clear. They failed to find it and he died, boots drumming a last
tattoo of pain and despair, as oxygen pumped out, mingled with
bright scarlet, from the hole in his back.

Jubal blew a third Klansman off
his feet before he could throw the brand he carried, and then crouched back as
a hail of fire echoed around the room.

Zebedee screamed and died as
two ricocheting bullets blasted his jaw away from his skull and
smashed his spinal cord. Miss Willes’ screams echoed alongside the
cacophony of yells and gunfire.

Jubal turned to her,
shouting above the tumult.

‘Margaret! Quit the operatics. They got us pinned down, so
find cover. And if another torch comes in, throw it
back.’

His shout seemed to bring the
schoolteacher to her senses, or perhaps it was his blazing eyes and
compressed lips; either way she took a grip on herself and nodded
as she huddled behind an overturned table.

‘Operatics, indeed! Somehow, Jubal, when I’m with you our
song seems to be gunfire.’

He grinned, the tension
momentarily
leaving his face.

‘Guess
you’re right, Margaret. I do seem to have a knack of attracting
trouble.’

‘Like
honey to a wasp,’ she shouted back.

‘This
kind can sting,’ muttered Jubal, ‘so do like I said and keep
down.’

He swung the Colt around
to cover a
white-clad figure sidling up to the window. The man was carrying a
torch in his left hand and a shotgun in his right. He moved
carefully up the side of the schoolhouse and poked the twin barrels
in through the broken panes.

Jubal let him come on,
then reached
up to grab the muzzle. Forcing it down so that the discharge
ploughed splinters around his feet; he stood up, risking the scanty
cover of the man’s body, to grab a handful of grubby white robe and
drag the Kluxer in through the frame.

The man yelled as the broken glass raked
the length of his belly. Then he stopped when Jubal pushed the Colt up
against the side of his head and pulled the trigger.

‘Go
through his pockets,’ Jubal ordered. ‘A man with a scattergun will
carry cartridges.’

He fired the last of the five shells in
his Colt to keep the attackers under cover and began to reload.
Margaret Willes was hurriedly spilling shotgun cartridges from the
pockets of the dead man’s jacket, ignoring the blood that washed
her hands in her haste to supply Jubal with ammunition. In turn, he
was thumbing a fresh load into the Colt. But too late to prevent
fresh torches from crashing into the little room.

Miss Willes threw Jubal the
new-loaded shotgun and turned to the torches. Desperately, she
hauled the blankets off Zebedee’s bed and used them to douse the
flames. The bedroom, so far, was intact, but Jubal could feel the
heat emanating from the classroom beyond. Somehow, he realized,
they had to find a way out before they burned to death or fell to
the guns of the Klan.

He used the shotgun with
devastating effect on three men running in tight formation towards
the window. The blast of the twin barrels lifted all three off
their feet, peppering their robes with crimson punctures and
hurling them backwards across the yard. Only one got up.

Jubal set the shotgun on the
floor and picked up the handgun. He fired once, grinning as the
Klansman fell forwards, his heart bursting under the impact of the
.30 caliber
bullet.

By now the outer door was
beginning to smoke, the acrid stench of burning paintwork adding to the
reek of cordite within the room. Jubal looked around, but the only
possible exit was the farther wall and if the Klan had placed men
on that side they would cut Margaret and Jubal down as they
emerged—if, he reminded himself, they could get through the wall in
the first place.

It was Margaret, picking
up a blazing pine torch, who gave him the idea. Before she could
lob the brand back through the window he grabbed her
wrist.

‘No.
Don’t throw it,’ he grated. ‘Wait.’

Numbly, the smoke streaking her
face with tears, she held the brand as Jubal rummaged through his medical
bag.

‘Where
there’s smoke there’s fire, right?’ He held a small bottle of
colorless fluid in his hand. ‘This’s medical alcohol. Burns like
hell. When I give you the word, pour it over the wall and put that
torch to it.’

She nodded, scarcely
understanding what he had in mind. Jubal, however, could see a way
out. He swung back to the window and triggered the scattergun. The
Klansmen were holding back, waiting for the fire to do the work of finishing
the two defenders.

‘All
right, ma’am,’ Jubal shouted over the roar of burning timbers,
‘when I fire you burn up that wall.’

He reloaded his Colt and pushed
shells into the shotgun, firing it at random from the window. It was a
lucky shot that blew the legs away from under a running Kluxer,
toppling him over onto the bundle of burning straw he carried.
Jubal smiled as he screamed, rolling free of the blazing
bundle.

‘Too
hot to handle, I guess.’ As he spoke he turned back to study the
far wall.

The alcohol was lighting the
room with a white-hot light, consuming the dry timbers like the
ravening hunger of a thousand fiery termites. Jubal shoved shells
into the shotgun and sprang to his feet. Swiftly, he grabbed a sheet from the
bed and upended the large coffee-pot over the white linen. The pot
was sufficiently full to drench the better part of the sheet and
Jubal draped it around the woman.

He seized her hand and
shouted in her ear.

‘When
I say, start running. Follow me.’

‘Where?’ she wailed back.

‘Straight through that wall. It’s cooler
outside.’

He yanked her forwards as he
spoke, powering himself directly at the blazing timbers. Under the
impact of his shoulder, the burning woodwork gave, crashing
outwards in a rain
of sparks. Through the center of the blaze came Jubal, one hand
dragging Margaret Willes, the other hefting the
scattergun.

The two Klansmen stationed
behind the schoolhouse were taken completely by surprise. They had
been waiting for the burning wall to give way so that they could fire into the
room, never
suspecting that it might tumble out in their direction. And
anticipating even less that two figures might hurtle through the
flames. Jubal gave them no time to recover. He had the shotgun
cocked on both hammers, so that the two barrels blasted a
wide-spreading diamond pattern of ten gauge shot at a point mid-way
between the two men. This discharge lifted them up and back, robes
flapping in the red light of the burning building, the white
tinting to a matching scarlet as blood spread swiftly over their
stomachs.

Ignoring the corpses, Jubal led
the schoolteacher on, away from the blaze into the sheltering
darkness beyond. Behind them he could hear the groaning of
collapsing timbers as the schoolhouse fell in on itself, and the
shouts of the jubilant Klansmen.

As yet there was no sign of
either onlookers or help and he wondered if the raiders would
assume that their intended victims had died with Zebedee in the
flames, or guess they had escaped. He hoped that the former
assumption would prevail, at least it might give him a breathing space and
offer Margaret a chance to find a safe place to hide up. For the
time being, he decided, Pastor James’s house was the best place to
head for, so he ran in that direction.

The pastor was enjoying his
usual after-dinner port when the two begrimed, panting figures burst
through his front door.

‘Sorry, pastor,’ grinned Jubal, ‘but I guess you could say
that school’s out for a while.’

‘What
on earth do you mean?’ asked the old man.

Jubal sighed, sipping
gratefully on a glass of port.

‘Well,
tonight’s class got kind of inflamed.’


Chapter Seven

 


THE MISSISSIPPI WAS
deep and wide and
muddy as the gigantic, rear-mounted paddle wheel of the
William M.
James churned froth against the north-bound current. Jubal stood
alongside Jacques Duval in the little pilot cabin mounted some
thirty feet above the water. He watched the tall-standing skyline
of St. Louis drift away northwards as the pilot, a bearded man who
had introduced himself as Lionel G. Trippett, guided the boat out
into midstream. He was a quiet man who concentrated on his task of
heading the sternwheeler through the busy waters surrounding the
St. Louis wharves without speaking more than was immediately
necessary, ignoring the impatient Duval, who clearly felt he was
more than capable of taking the vessel out himself, and the
interested Jubal.

When they reached the tiny
riverside town of Hedges, Trippett left the William M., riding ashore in the rowboat
that pulled out to greet them. He would wait there, he informed
Jubal, until the next riverboat came up channel seeking a
pilot.

Duval took over the wheel with
eager anticipation and called for more steam from the engine-room
situated down below on a level with the waterline. Black smoke
billowed from the twin stacks set in the rear of the cabin and the
wheel groaned, churning faster, as the big pistons began to pile on more power.
Jubal could feel the boat shudder under his feet as the blades of
the wheel bit deep into the water of the river, pushing the
William M.
James at
full steam down the Mississippi.

Duval had suggested that
he
acclimatize himself to the river before going about his duties and
he was taking every chance to memorize the layout of the boat
before going below decks to inspect the human cargo.

As he stood, watching the river
eddy by, shifting as Duval’s deft hands moved the steering-wheel to guide
the boat around the sand-bars that dotted the waterway, he saw a
curious sight.

Below the cabin a raft drifted
past, a ramshackle thing of rough timber and sealed, airtight cans
for buoyancy. On board sat a grizzled Negro and a tow-headed boy no older
than Andy, who stood up, recklessly dipping his frail craft, to
wave at the passing boat.

‘Mark
the raft,’ shouted the starboard look-out as they came up to the
little vessel.

Duval spun the wheel to clear
the floating platform, cursing as he did so.

‘Damn’
kids,’ he muttered, ‘think they can go anyplace on the river after
they’ve read a few books about the romance of the Mississippi. Most
of them finish up drowned like huckleberries, washed out in a
rainfall.’

Jubal ignored
him, waving
back at the freckle-faced youngster who floated happily past them
to disappear around a bend in the river.

He watched until the tiny craft
had gone out of sight, then excused himself and went below. A
gnarled deckhand was detailed to guide him to the capacious holds where
Duval’s cargo waited in darkness for the landfall that would spill
them back into the daylight and a new life of hard work and
suffering.

The stench took his breath away. It was
the smell of too many bodies crammed into too small a space. Of bad
food and fear and inadequate latrines, and it hit him like a solid
miasma of lung-wrenching disgust. Using the wan light of the single
kerosene lantern held by the deckhand, Jubal studied the nearest
body. The Negro was curled into a ball, using the inadequate space
left him by his fellow slaves to get as comfortable as possible. He
was secured to the planking behind him by a chain that looped
through the shackles on his wrists and ran the length of the hold,
binding at least a hundred Negroes, male and female,
captive.

As best he could in the pale
light, Jubal examined the man and several others. They were
uniformly suffering the consequences of their confinement, falling
into a kind of stupor from the lack of light, cramped quarters and
poor food.
Their condition prompted Jubal to hurry topside, sucking gratefully
on the fresh river air as he went, in search of Duval.

‘Captain,’ he shouted as he came to the head of the narrow
ladder leading to the steerage cabin, ‘you’ve got to bring them up
on deck.’

‘Negroes?’ Duval said negligently. ‘On deck? It’s
unthinkable, Cade. They are where they belong.’

‘As
Negroes, maybe.’ Jubal realized that he would have to pick his
words carefully, suiting his arguments to the Creole’s prejudices.
‘But as cargo? I’ll give you my word as a doctor that you’ll lose
half of them if you leave them down there.’

He paused as Duval considered
his words, waiting for the slaver’s response.

‘They
will die?’

‘You
better believe it,’ said Jubal grimly; ‘a day or two more in that
hole and you’ve lost a fair percentage of your cargo.’

‘Merde!’ Duval snarled, showing his even white teeth. ‘I have
never carried so many before, I must admit. But to bring them ‘ on
deck ... Doctor Cade, what would the passengers think?’

‘What’ll your partners think,’ Jubal countered, ‘if you
deliver half a cargo?’

‘You
are sure it is necessary?’ Duval remained wary.

‘I
just told you so,’ rasped Jubal. ‘If they stay below they’re bound
to die. There’s no choice, Captain, not if you want to deliver a
full cargo.’

Duval cursed fluently and at
length in three languages before reluctantly nodding.

‘All
right, I’ll take your word. Have them brought up.’

Jubal sighed his relief as
he climbed back down the ladder. At least the Negroes would not die
before they reached the camps farther down the river.

They were brought up in
groups of twenty,
blinking in the sunlight under the watchful eyes of a half-dozen
crewmen armed with repeating rifles, shuffling up from the cargo
hold with a metallic clatter of ankle chains. Jubal supervised as
two hands ran a hosepipe to one of the ship’s pumps and began to
play a jet of water over the bewildered Negroes, then he set about
examining them one by one.

By the time he had finished,
the sun was going down behind a stand of timber on the west bank of the river
and he had counted one hundred and fifteen slaves. Three were
suffering from malnutrition, but most were reasonably healthy. He
insisted that the handful suffering from scurvy be fed plenty of
fruit and bedded down separately, then set about removing the
decayed tooth of the one remaining man. Although he had never
trained as a dentist, Jubal knew enough about the operation to
effect a successful removal with the aid of two hefty deckhands to
hold the Negro down. When it was finished he cleaned up and went in
search of food.

He was not yet familiar with the layout
of the sternwheeler and was making his way along one of the narrow
passageways that flanked the William M. James on either side when Duval emerged from a
cabin.

The captain looked startled at
seeing Jubal and hurriedly closed the cabin door behind him, his handsome
features marred by a scowl.

‘The
crew generally confines itself to the general quarters,’ he barked
before regaining his composure. Then, slowly, he smiled. ‘But, of
course, you wouldn’t know that.’

‘To be
honest,’ said Jubal evenly, ‘I’m lost. I was looking for the dining
room.’

‘Ah,
yes.’ Duval took Jubal’s elbow to steer him away from the
mysterious cabin. ‘I’ll show you. Tonight you must dine at my table
and in the morning I’ll have one of the men show you round the
craft.’

He guided Jubal through
corridors, trailing behind him a faint hint of perfume. Jubal
wondered where, or who, it had come from, and who occupied the cabin that
Duval was so keen to keep a secret.

He was alert and watching when
they seated
themselves in the sumptuous dining room. He had heard about the
riverboats, seen pictures once or twice, but nothing that prepared
him for the sheer opulence of the place. Thick carpets deadened the
sound of footfalls as white-jacketed waiters moved amongst the
tables, carrying silver platters piled with aromatic food. Crystal
chandeliers threw a sparkling radiance over the room that reflected
in the delicate facets of the decanters set in the
center of each
table and off the gleaming silver cutlery. On either side huge
windows looked out across the wide river drifting past only a few
feet below the level of the floor—or was it, Jubal wondered, the
deck?—so that the passengers enjoyed a panoramic view of Missouri
to one side and Illinois to the other.

Unbidden, a black waiter appeared with a
decanter of amber liquid and filled two delicate, long-stemmed
glasses.

‘Sherry,’ Duval explained. ‘I trust you find Oloroso
acceptable?’

‘Long
time since I drank any,’ Jubal grinned. The last time had been back
in England when Mary’s father toasted his impending marriage; a
long time and a lot of corpses ago. He sipped
appreciatively.

Then set his glass down
and rose swiftly to his feet.

Beside him, Duval followed
suit as one
of the most impressive women Jubal had ever seen walked towards
their table. A good head taller than most women, her height was
increased still more by the pile of honey-blonde hair decorating
her features like carefully-woven and shaped coils of spun
gold.

It hung down, framing a strong,
sensuous face that was too full lipped to be called classically beautiful,
but that was, nonetheless, arrestingly attractive. Her eyes were
wide-set and of a blue to match the velvet Mississippi night, or
the dark, rich-looking color of her dress. Jubal noticed
magnificent breasts thrusting up against the fabric, creamy pale in
the light of the chandeliers, and the way her wide hips and long
legs were accentuated by the artfully-cut gown.

‘Jacques,’ she displayed dazzlingly white, even teeth in a ,
smile that was simultaneously seductive and friendly, ‘won’t you
introduce me?’

Duval smiled and sat down
as a waiter slid a chair into place for the woman.

‘Of
course, my dear.’ As he turned to Jubal there was a coldness in his
eyes. ‘Madame Sabine Lagrange; Doctor Jubal Cade.’

Madame Lagrange dipped her head, smiling as
Jubal’s eyes were
drawn irresistibly to the enticing, shadowy cleavage of her
dress.

‘M’sieur le docteur, I am delighted to meet you.’

Jubal showed his own, unevenly
broken teeth in a boyish grin; ‘Ma’am. I’m happy to know you.’

As he spoke he caught a hint of
the perfume he had smelled earlier. Sabine Lagrange was, he
guessed, the occupant of the cabin Duval had been visiting. Well,
he could admire her in a dispassionate kind of way, and if she was
Duval’s
woman then good luck to the captain, he was a fortunate
man.

‘Sabine,’ Duval interrupted Jubal’s thoughts, ‘is the
croupier in our gambling salon. A sure attraction.’

Jubal thought he could detect a
note of bitterness in the captain’s voice as he explained the duties of the
glamorous gambler, a note that suggested a relationship somewhat
closer than that of captain and employee. Then he pushed the
thought to the back of his mind as lustrous blue eyes studied him
with the kind of interest that sent shivers up and down a man’s
spine.

‘Jubal. I may call you Jubal?’ Her voice was almost as deep
as a man’s, husky and enticing, so that he nodded his assent
without speaking. ‘Do you gamble?’

‘Strictly poker, ma’am,’ Jubal smiled. ‘I like to pick my
own odds.’

‘Very
wise.’ Her laughter was a throaty, deep-seated sound that somehow
rang familiar in Jubal’s mind. ‘We must play together
sometime.’

The way she said it brought a
fresh glance from Duval, a look set somewhere midway between hatred
and pain, and Jubal was deciding that the captain’s mistress was
flirtatious when the waiter brought their first course.

Freshwater crayfish were
followed by thick slices of wild turkey in a piquant sauce and
washed down with a chilled, dry white wine. Then beef, boned and
rolled around a core of shallots and wild onions, was accompanied by a
rich, red burgundy. A cold, mouth-cleansing sorbet was brought next
and then walnuts, a decanter of brandy and a humidor of strong,
dark cheroots.

Sabine joined the two men in a
glass of brandy as Jubal sucked gratefully on a cheroot. Always capable of
living for the moment, a talent that had carried him alive through
more than one hard time, he was content now to sit back and enjoy
the luxury of the riverboat. Behind the satisfying haze of mellow,
blue smoke his mind was working: Duval was mixed up in the slave
trade; so was the Ku Klux Klan; and Duval and Sabine were linked.
Without knowing quite how or why, Jubal felt sure that he was
drawing closer to his target, that somehow this luxurious trip down
the Mississippi would lead him to the Grand Dragon and the $5,000
reward.


Chapter Eight

 


HE LEFT THEM
in the dining room,
claiming a justifiable fatigue, and went out on deck to finish his
cheroot. He leant against the rail and studied the moonlit water;
the river was wide and deep and he wondered what was happening in
the houses and hamlets that threw tiny sparks of yellow light over
the flatlands to either side. Somewhere to the south, farther down
the broad expanse of water, men were held in slavery, bought and
sold like cattle without say or right in their own future lives.
Somewhere down there was the clue to the Grand Dragon’s identity
and the reward money he needed for Andy’s operation. He tossed the
stub of his cheroot out over the water, watching the trail of red
sparks that reminded him of the burning schoolhouse, and wondered
how long it would take to hunt the man down.

The next day was spent checking
the Negroes over and touring the sternwheeler. Led by a grinning hand
called Tully Bulmer, Jubal was taken from the high-standing
steerage cabin, proud and lonely above the flattened superstructure
of the big boat, down through the corridors linking crew and
passengers’ quarters to the steamy, smoking engine-room that was
Tully’s delight. Set amidships, and towards the stem, the
engine-room was a capacious construction of wood reinforced with
steel spars. Gigantic piston rods pounded the twenty-foot wheel,
mounted on huge arms behind the main structure, through its
propellant revolutions. A furnace supplied the motive power, fed
with coal and wood by a perspiring team of hugely-muscled stokers
amongst whom Tully Bulmer’s wiry frame was dwarfed, although not,
it was obvious, his presence. This was his domain, from the glowing
feeder of the furnace to the stacks of combustible materials that
kept it stoked.

Jubal followed the little
man carefully, memorizing the details of the vessel in case of
future emergency.

By the time the tour was
finished, he was sweating, grime-encrusted and very thirsty. He left Tully
lovingly watching his engine and made his own way back to his small
cabin. There, he stripped off and used the pitcher of fresh water
set on the table beside his bed to clean up before heading topside
for a drink. He located the bar without difficulty, thanks to
Tully, and ordered a beer.

He was gratefully slaking
his thirst when a husky voice sounded in his ear.

‘Why,
Doctor Cade. Drinking on duty?’

There was amusement in the
question, and a strong degree of provocation. Jubal turned to greet Sabine
Lagrange, wondering if the woman was just naturally seductive,
using her feminine wiles on everyone she met, or putting on a
special act for his benefit. There seemed to be no reason for the
latter course, so he assumed that it was a normal part of her
behavior and met her smile with a noncommittal grin. In any event,
he had no wish to make an enemy of Jacques Duval, and it was
obvious that any man who showed a liking for the statuesque woman
would find an enemy in the Creole riverman. Jubal regarded Duval as
an important link in the chain that he hoped would lead him to the
Grand Dragon, so he was anxious to stay on the right side of the
captain, and tempered his reply accordingly.

‘Ma’am. I just had the official tour and it builds a
powerful thirst. Would you join me?’

Her appreciative laughter
was deep and throaty, and once again Jubal caught a resonance he
seemed to remember.

‘I’d
be delighted, thank you.’

The Negro barman was pouring a
long, green mint julep before she finished speaking and she lifted the
frosted glass in a casual toast.

‘To
the new doctor. The one who plays poker. We must play together
soon.’

Her voice put all kinds of
emphasis into the words and Jubal began to wonder if his initial
assessment of her character had been wrong; either way, she exerted a
powerful sexual attraction that was fought down only by memories of
Mary and his reason for being on the boat in the first
place.

‘Yes,
ma’am, let’s do that. I’d appreciate a good game of
poker.’

‘So
should I, Jubal.’ She studied him with dark blue eyes. ‘Most of my
… competitors, I suppose, is the word, are rather poor players. I’d
enjoy a game against an experienced opponent.’

She finished her drink and
bobbed an imitation of a curtsey. ‘But now I must leave you.’

Jubal was watching her
elegant exit, wondering just how deep her game went, and looking
forward to meeting her across the card table, when Duval
appeared.

‘Be
careful, Cade,’ a soft voice murmured in his ear, too low for
anyone else to catch, ‘that’s a dangerous woman. A man could get
his fingers burned there.’

‘Don’t
worry,’ Jubal grinned at the captain, ‘with me it’s strictly
professional interest.’

‘I
hope it stays that way,’ replied Duval, his handsome face creasing
into the lines of disapproval Jubal had seen the previous night.
‘Men who get interested in Sabine tend to wind up hurt.’

‘Like
I said, Duval,’ Jubal made it sound like an insult, ‘the interest
is strictly professional.’

For a moment it looked as
though the Creole was about to start a fight and Jubal felt his
muscles bunch in readiness, but then the moment passed and, with an
obvious effort, Duval resumed his affability. Jubal in turn
relaxed, and did his best to steer the conversation to a different
channel. Duval followed his lead, seemingly anxious to get off the
awkward subject of the quixotic Sabine Lagrange.

They parted on friendly
terms, agreeing to meet later for dinner.

Jubal spent the
intervening hours in his cabin. He checked over his weapons and his
medical bag, assuring himself that they were all fully stocked,
then he stretched out on his bunk and began to think. Somehow, he
knew instinctively, Jacques Duval and Sabine Lagrange were linked
to the Grand Dragon of the St. Louis Klan chapter, and consequently
to the reward he needed for Andy’s operation. That, in turn, meant
he would have to stay with the riverboat long enough to locate the
slave camps Duval was supplying with human labor, define the
tenuous link to a point where he could identify the mysterious Klan
leader and then bring the man in. Somewhere along that tortuous
path he hoped to find Professor Lenz and bring him back to the
clinic to operate on Andy.

He felt like heading
topside to
smash the information from Duval, but instead decided to play it
cool and listen to the conversation at the dinner table before
planning his next move.

In any event, the
William M.
James was
not due to make landfall for two more days, so that any move Jubal
might make would take place in the relative isolation of the big
sternwheeler, where Duval held total sway as captain. If Jubal
pushed his luck, he knew, he could easily end up face down in the
Mississippi, one more victim of an unfortunate accident along the
river.

He climbed off the bunk and
hung his shoulder rig over his newly-laundered white shirt. Then he
knotted his black string tie and pulled his vest on over the
leather straps of the rig; finally, he checked the load in
the remodeled .30 caliber Colt and pushed the long-barreled gun
into the holster before shrugging into his grey English-tailored
jacket. He dropped a handful of shells into his pockets and then
locked the cabin door before making his way up towards the dining
room.

The meal was every bit as good as he
remembered from the night before and, like then, he sat with Duval
and Sabine, enjoying superb cuisine and excellent wines.

Tonight, however, Jubal did not
retire to his cabin. Instead, he accepted the
lady’s
invitation to play poker.

They moved, after dinner, to
the plush gaming salon situated adjacent to the dining room. Jubal almost felt
out of place as he eyed the black-jacketed, befrilled patrons of
the waterborne casino, but then Sabine handed him a pack of cards
and he felt immediately at home: like everyone else in the
luxurious room, he was there to gamble. That was the one thing they
all had in common, irrespective of background or wealth.

Cheerfully, Jubal shuffled the
new pack and handed the cards to Duval for cutting.

The stakes began at five
dollars and Jubal was grateful for the advance on pay Duval had
given him. Doubly so when he realized how bad a gambler the Creole
was. The first hand went to Sabine with a set of threes against
Jubal’s two
pair and Duval’s two fours. From then on the game existed purely
between the big woman and the slight, rather shabby young man in
the grey suit. Jacques Duval played with them, but he was a
passenger, a third hand in a game between total professionals
playing to win, their concentration focused wholly on the cards in
their hands and the odds in the pack.

Jubal noticed that when Sabine
played she dropped her flirtatious manner, concentrating on the
game to the utter exclusion of any extraneous happening.
She was the kind of
poker player he liked.

Even though he was seven
hundred dollars better off, most of it from
Duval’s
pocket, when the game closed around three the next morning, he
regretted the finish. Sabine Lagrange was a player to admire, a
fitting opponent to his own skill, as deft at cards as she was at
provoking men.

With a genuinely gallant bow,
Jubal said goodnight, assuming that Duval would exercise his
privileges as captain in the seclusion of the
woman’s
cabin, and left them. He stubbed out his cheroot and Walked from
the casino to the deck of the sternwheeler. Although there were few
passengers still around at so late an hour, he chose the quieter
rearward portion of the long, flat deck to breathe the fresh air he
felt he needed before sleep.

He was leaning on the rail
watching the Mississippi drift by when a voice interrupted his
thoughts.

‘Hey,
Doc!’ Jubal recognized the nasal tones of Tully Bulmer. ‘Watch out.
I never said this, but there’s fellers lookin’ fer you.’

As the engineer spoke
Jubal was
conscious of shadowy figures drifting closer to him across the
low-slung housings of the riverboat.

Pretending an indifference that
grated hard on his nerves, he turned idly around, resting both
elbows on the rail at his back, sliding his right
hand beneath
the edge of his coat close to the butt of the handgun.

The first man launched himself
straight, fast and stupid off the deck housing at Jubal. Almost casually,
Jubal swung the Colt out and up in a sharp trajectory that
connected savagely with the man’s jaw, snapping his head back in a
vicious arc that dropped him, unconscious, halfway towards his
target.

The second had time to flash
a glint of
knife-blade, light off the moon, before Jubal kicked out, smashing
the blade from his hand. He swore emphatically before the long
barrel of the Colt swung hard against the side of his skull,
buckling his knees as the nerve centers in his head shut off,
dropping him in a senseless bundle down onto the deck.

More men were using the shadowy
cover of the deck housing to move up towards Jubal’s crouching figure,
slowing down as they realized two men were already out of action
and that their intended victim carried a gun. Jubal, however,
preferred not to use the weapon, except as a club. Whoever his
attackers were they had to come from amongst either the passengers
or the crew, and he had no wish to provoke a full-scale
investigation into the killing of a man by the ship’s doctor;
equally, he wanted to find out why they were attacking him. It
seemed unlikely that it could be for the money he had won, there
were too many for that: a mugger would have worked alone, or with
one other. If it was a Klan vengeance hunt in reprisal for his
earlier killing of Kluxers, it seemed logical to assume that the
Klansmen would attack in their customary disguises. There seemed
only one explanation: Duval resented Jubal’s winnings and the
interest Sabine had taken in the young doctor.

Then his thoughts were
interrupted by a sudden rush.

They came at him from
three sides, arms flailing, fists swinging. One collapsed abruptly
as a lean figure swung a length of lead piping hard against the
back of his neck.

‘Keep
swingin’, Doc.’ Jubal recognized the voice of Tully Bulmer and
grunted his thanks as he ducked under a roundhouse blow that would
have pulped his nose if it had landed.

Instead, the man felt his wrist
seized and yanked forwards and down as a hard shoulder came up into
his stomach.
His momentum, allied to the pivotal force of Jubal’s shoulder,
lifted him off his feet and up into the air. He shouted once
as his body flew
across the moon, crashing down against the third man, knocking him
off his feet.

As he landed,
Jubal’s
right foot lashed but, the tip of his boot cracking hard against
the man’s chin and continuing on to sink into the groin of the
other.

The one’s head snapped back as the other
doubled around the agony in his crotch, spewing his nausea over the
upturned face of his companion.

‘I think your brand of doctorin’ don’t
agree with them.’ Tully Bulmer spoke from the shadows, darting out
to clip both men with the lead pipe.

‘Does
look like it kind of turns them over,’ agreed Jubal. He was backed
up against the structure of the engine-room, deep-set eyes probing
the shadows for further assailants. The stem, though, was quiet,
apart from the whooshing, splashing sound of the big wheel, shining
wetly in the moonlight.

‘Who
the hell are they?’ he asked of the engineer.

‘Deckhands,’ grunted Bulmer, ‘I don’t know their names. I
only joined for this trip. Wanted to get south and find a real
ship.’ Beneath his straggling moustache his teeth gleamed. ‘I got a
yen to travel, see Rome an’ all those other famous
places.’

‘Well,’ Jubal laughed, ‘I’m sure glad I got in on your
trip.’

‘Glad
I could help. There’s somethin’ odd about this whole set-up. I
never worked for the S and A line before, an’ after this one I
don’t want to again.’

‘S and
A?’ Jubal was alert as they moved away from the crumpled bodies on
the deck. ‘What’s the S and A?’

‘The
owners, Doc,’ Tully whispered. ‘I don’t know who they are, but
there’s about a score of boats workin’ the river under their
flag.’

‘They
all like this?’ Jubal asked, noticing that one man was beginning to
stir.

‘If
you mean what I think you mean, then yes.’

‘I
mean: do they all carry slaves?’ grunted Jubal.

‘I
guess so,’ Bulmer replied. ‘This one does. ’Course, they’re all
wrapped up legal-like so far as the papers go, but boil it down an’
you got slave tradin’. I don’t like it, so I’ll quit once we get to
New Orleans. Right now I’m fadin’, if you don’t object. It ain’t healthy to
cross Duval.’

Jubal watched the diminutive
figure of the engineer fade away into the shadows and bent over the awakening
ambusher.

He hooked his powerful fingers
around the man’s windpipe and began to ask him questions.

Five minutes later he had some
answers, enough to give him a better lead. Duval had ordered the
attack, he wanted his new doctor face down in the Mississippi where he
couldn’t talk to people.


Chapter Nine

 


TULLY BULMER WAS
dead the next
morning. The battered remnants of his corpse, mashed against the
sternwheel, were discovered by the dawn watch, and the subsequent
alarm woke Jubal along with the other passengers. As doctor, he
examined the body, recognizing what was left of the engineer’s face
after hours wrapped around one of the blades of the
wheel.

It was one more death to
add to his tally.

He avoided Jacques Duval for
the remainder of the day and was pleased that the Creole
demonstrated the same feeling, isolating himself in the high cabin as Jubal
once again ordered the Negroes brought out on deck for examination
and bathing. Jubal kept his hand close to his gun all day, but
there were no fresh attacks and he was beginning to wonder if the
incidents of the previous night had been prompted by a momentary
flaring of temper when the sun set.

As it went down Jubal began to
prepare for dinner, wondering if, as usual, he would eat with
Duval. The captain, however, was absent when Jubal entered the huge
restaurant. Sabine Lagrange was already seated at the table, waving to
Jubal to join her and dismissing his questions about the absent
Creole with an airy wave.

‘Jacques? Who knows, Jubal? I believe he has gone ashore.
There was some kind of business he mentioned.’

No matter how
hard he
tried, Jubal was unable to obtain any further information about
Duval’s mysterious absence. He was convinced that no ordinary river
captain would leave his vessel so abruptly, but somehow Sabine
managed to avoid giving him an answer throughout dinner. Whether it
was deliberate, or merely a genuine lack of knowledge, he could not
decide. He was certain that the statuesque woman was closer to
Duval than her casual manner suggested, but short of asking her
directly, Jubal could see no way to pin her down. After a while he
gave up and decided to simply sit back and enjoy the
meal.

The conversation was
equally pleasant and despite his worries about Duval., Jubal was
once again pleased to have enjoyed the experience of the river
passage.

The William M. James docked the next day. Duval must
have come back on board at some time during the night, because he
woke Jubal himself shortly after six. Demonstrating all his
customary affability, he apologized for rousing Jubal, explaining
that it was necessary to offload the cargo.

‘The
Negroes, you mean?’ queried Jubal as he splashed water against his
face.

‘Yes,
Cade,’ Duval smiled, ‘the Negroes. This is where we drop
them.’

‘How
about me?’ Jubal wondered if the Creole intended to drop him too.
Literally.

‘My
dear Jubal.’ The smile was pure friendliness. ‘You travel with us
to New Orleans and then back to St. Louis. You are, after all, the
ship’s doctor.’

It was hard to make out the
man’s
intentions and Jubal once again pondered the possibility that the
deck fight had been sparked by the poker game, without any deeper
reason. Tully Bulmer could have been killed by a vengeful crewman
and Jacques Duval be as genuine as he seemed: an honest slaver with
nothing deeper to his motivation than the money.

Either way, Jubal had little
choice.

The black cargo
represented his best lead to the Grand Dragon and that meant
finding out exactly where the Negroes were going.

‘OK,’
he smiled his assent at the black-clad Creole. ‘Let’s go check them
over.’

It was too early for
many
passengers to be around, and the Negroes were hurried off the
sternwheeler with a minimum of noise that suggested to Jubal the
efficiency of long practice. The wrist and ankle chains had been
removed during the dark hours and the crewmen stationed around the
hold and gangplank held their Winchesters with negligent ease, so
that the long-barreled guns were scarcely noticeable to casual
view.

The Negroes, too cowed, it
seemed, to protest, shuffled quietly off the boat onto the rough
planking of the wharf.

Jubal followed them down the
plank, noting as he went that the straggle of hutments surrounding
their destination was Greersville. He knew it
wasn’t
particularly germane, but he wanted an exact placing in case he was
able to liberate them later.

He followed Duval onto the wharf as the
guards herded the slaves into an open space behind the riverside
huts. Out of sight of the sternwheeler the Negroes were paraded in
silent ranks for Jubal’s examination. Dutifully, hating every
moment, he followed the procedures of a proper medical examination.
Thanks mainly to the regime he had imposed on board the riverboat,
only three of the Negroes, two women and a man, were
sick.

They were ushered off to a low,
wooden building by one of Duval’s crewmen as the remainder were marched
inland.

To Jubal’s surprise, they went
unprotestingly, pushed along by the cries of the guards and the
occasional application of a rifle butt, marching in silent stoicism
to the drab wooden buildings a mile back from Greersville. Jubal
and the other people from the riverboat left them there, under the
care of hard-faced men carrying shotguns, who herded the column off
towards the huts.

One man, dressed in a fawn coat
and a wide-brimmed straw hat, took Duval over to one side of the
fenced-in compound. Jubal could not hear what they were saying, but
he saw money change hands and the broad smile on Duval’s face when
he turned back to his waiting men.

‘Good.’ He shouted, waving for them to head back to the
boat. ‘Drinks on me tonight.’

Jubal cheered along with the others and
thought about how he could get ashore, back to the slave
camp.

It would have been easier if he
had learned to swim. That way he could have dropped over the side
come nightfall and made his way to the bank. As it was he had
to lie low
in his cabin throughout the day and then carry his gear topside
once it was dark enough to avoid detection.

He used a scalpel to cut
through the ropes holding down a hatch cover and lugged the heavy
wood to the side of the William M. James. Then he manhandled the square of
planking over the rail and, clutching his Spencer and his medical
bag, both wrapped in lengths of stolen tarpaulin, followed it into
the water.

The Mississippi was cold and
dark and distinctly unfriendly in the pale light
of the
waning moon, but the splash of the makeshift raft was drowned by
the sound of the big sternwheel, and Jubal landed close enough to
swing his stuff onto the hatch and drag himself up, too. Kicking
hard, he pushed the fragile thing away from the churning wake of
the William
M. in the
direction of the bank. He was cold and wet and tired by the time he
dragged himself ashore up the sloping, shrub-lined bank, but he was
in Arkansas. And the Greersville slave camp was only a long night’s
walk away.

Come sun-up he could see the outlines
of the huts and make out the dark lines of the Negroes marching
away from the camp. His clothes had dried during the night and,
although he was hungry, he felt fit and ready to check the place
out.

Hunkering down beneath the
shade of a
tall cypress that spread its slim branches like a benediction over
the trail, he waited to see where the slaves were going.


Chapter Ten

 


MORNING DAWNED
COLD, clear
and as unfriendly as the river the night before. Jubal wished for
some coffee and a cheroot; instead he stashed the medical valise
down amongst the roots of the cypress, still carefully wrapped in
the protective canvas, cleared the carbine and began to work his
way towards the camp.

He remembered the
shotgun-carrying guards from the day before and used all the cover he could
find as he trailed the long line of Negroes off into the Arkansas
scrub. He used every trick he knew, and all the woodcraft he had
learned, to travel through the scanty cover of the brush alongside
the marching column, moving silently through the early sunlight.
The guards scanned the flatlands to either side of their route, but
it was a casual check. They never spotted Jubal.

He followed them all morning as
they trekked inland, away from the river. Come noon the column was in sight of
a huddling mass of single-story buildings surrounded by a tall wire
fence. At intervals along the fence, Jubal saw look-out platforms,
each one manned by a rifle-carrying guard; and along the perimeter
of the wire more armed men patrolled, each one holding the leash of
a huge mastiff. The guards were a problem, but one Jubal felt he
could overcome without too much difficulty. The dogs were something
else.

Jubal knew that he could slip
past the men, but whether he could avoid detection by the animals was
something he would have to find out.

He watched the Negroes herded
inside the camp, remembering photographs he had seen of Civil War
prison stockades and then settled down to sleep. He was tired after
the hours in the river and the long, furtive walk and sleep came
easily. The chill of evening woke him and he sat up, flexing his
muscles against the cramp that had come with the cold.

Below the gentle slope on which
he lay, the stockade was lit up against the twilight. There was no sign of
movement and little sound other than the occasional clatter of tin
plates or muffled voices. Beyond the camp, the fields he had seen
earlier were even quieter. He had watched the Negro work gangs
brought in by the guards, noting that each group was escorted by
about four men. When they reached the camp they were directed
towards the buildings in the center, low wooden structures that
Jubal assumed were their living quarters; then the dogs began to
patrol.

Jubal waited until the place
was quiet,
then he began to move down the slope in the direction of the wire.
Lying flat on his belly, he watched the patrolling guards,
calculating their schedule.

He remained prone for about an
hour, until he was certain that he had their movements fixed in
his mind and
knew that it was a dark night. Twilight had shaded into full
darkness, broken only by the thin sliver of the moon and the
kerosene lamps set around the perimeter of the stockade when Jubal
made his first move. He had extracted a small bottle of chloroform
from his medical bag before hiding it beneath the cypress tree, and
now he eased it from his jacket pocket together with a
handkerchief. Holding the bottle in his left hand and the Spencer
in his right, he wriggled silently forwards, snaking under the wire
around the camp.

Once past the barrier, he
uncapped the bottle and soaked the cloth in the colorless liquid. Then he
bellied down, waiting for a dog to find him. It took only a few
seconds: Jubal had calculated that he stood no chance of getting
through the wire and into the camp undetected: the guard circuits
were too closely spaced to afford him the time to slip beneath the
fence and then cross the compound without being spotted. That meant
he had to take out one man and a dog. Silently.

The chloroform was his
answer to the problem.

The mastiff growled low in its
throat, plunging against the restraining leash, yanking the guard
forwards with its sheer strength. The man cursed and slipped the
leash, leaving the great dog to plunge on through the darkness. Massive
jaws swung
wide, drooling saliva as it hurled itself towards Jubal’s
scent.

He caught a glimpse of
slavering teeth, sharp and white even in the dark, and a gust of
bad, meaty breath. Feral eyes glowed hot with the lust to kill as
the giant
creature sprang at Jubal’s throat.

As it came, he rose to his
feet, the chloroform-soaked cloth in his hand. The
dog’s jaws
snapped around the kerchief and Jubal hurled the material over the
beast’s head. Powering himself directly at the snarling monster, he
wrapped both legs around the huge body, his arms locking its throat
tight as he held the anesthetic firmly around its muzzle. Not even
the fear-maddened hound could resist the effect of the chloroform,
any more than it could shake Jubal loose from its writhing back.
Its snarls faded away to whimpers and then to the deep, panting
breaths of total unconsciousness.

Jubal rolled out from under the oblivious
mastiff as its master came running up.

Before the man had time to
register what was happening, Jubal’s right hand lashed out, palm uppermost.
The heel of his hand hit the man under the chin, snapping his head
back as his teeth smashed shut around the yell forming in his
throat. Jubal drove his left fist hard into the guard’s stomach and
as the man doubled over, he punched him with terrible force in the
side of the neck.

There was no sound at all as the guard
collapsed, blood trickling slowly from both nostrils.

Jubal paused long enough to tie
the kerchief around the mastiff’s nose, then picked up the Spencer and
headed for the slaves’ quarters. The chloroform would keep the big
dog unconscious for some time, long enough to prevent it giving the
alarm, and when it did wake up it would not be able to smell
anything for several hours.

‘I know it’s not sporting,’ Jubal
muttered as he crept across the compound, ‘but you shouldn’t have
tried to bite the hand that might have fed you.’

He came up against the wall of
the building he had marked out earlier and set about checking the
windows. They were straight wood and glass affairs, obviously intended to keep
the labor force warm rather than keep intruders out. He used his
jacket to muffle his rifle butt and smashed the single
pane.

As he hauled himself across the
sill he heard a voice mutter sleepily. Then start to shout as Jubal’s foot
landed on the owner’s chest. It was no time for the niceties of
introduction and explanation: Jubal compromised by clipping the
awakened Negro across the head with the muzzle of the rifle. The
man fell back onto his bunk as Jubal came down, crouching, beside
his bed. No one else had woken up nor were guards stationed inside
the dormitory. Jubal breathed a sigh of relief and began to search
for the Negroes he had treated on board the William M.
James.

He found one five
bunks down.
A big mulatto who had been suffering from toothache. Jubal grinned
to himself as he recalled the man’s protests during the rough
extraction. He had been grateful afterwards, when the painful back
molar had been pulled free, and would no doubt remember the amateur
dentist who had performed the operation.

Jubal clamped a hand over the
man’s mouth
and shook him awake, hoping he could hold him down long enough to
explain his presence.

He succeeded, whispering
urgently against the mulatto’s ear.

‘It’s all right, I’ve come to help you. I’m
the doctor who pulled your tooth, remember?’

The man nodded, dark eyes staring
curiously at the slight figure crouched beside his makeshift
bed.

‘What you doin’ here? You one o’
them riverboat men, ain’t you?’

‘No, I’m not.’ Jubal kept his
voice down to avoid arousing anyone else. ‘I helped you on the
boat. Now I’ve come to get you out.’

‘Mister,’ the voice was bitter
in the darkness, ‘there ain’t nobody gets out of Greersville. ’Cept
in a wooden box.’

‘Don’t bet on that,’ Jubal
replied earnestly, ‘I got in and that means there’s a way
out.’

‘You tell me how.’ The mulatto
shook his curly head in disbelief.

‘Just listen,’ murmured Jubal,
‘and I’ll tell you.’

Before he could begin to
explain the mulatto pushed himself up to a sitting position and reached down
to his ankles. In the darkness Jubal heard the clink of metal on
metal.

‘You gonna tell me how to get
rid o’ this, white man?’

He was holding a length of steel chain,
glistening faintly where the exterior lights reflected off the
polished links. The chain ran from one side of the bed to the
other, the mulatto’s ankles were encircled by broad metal rings,
forged into place around his legs, and the chain had been run
through steel eyes built out from the rings.

His teeth flashed, but there
was no humor
at all in the grimace.

‘The chain runs the length o’
the hut.’ Even though his voice was a barely audible, husky murmur,
Jubal could hear the despair in it. ‘At either end it goes through
the wall.’

‘Can I break it out there?’
Jubal was conscious of time passing and, with its passage, of the
growing danger.

‘No way. The chain fastens onto
an oak stake. It’s padlocked an’ there’s a lantern atop the pole.
’Course, you could go shoot it off if you really want to bring the
Kluxers down on you.’

Jubal swore. He had been hoping to get at
least one Negro out of the stockade to some place where they could
talk at length. Now he would have to obtain as much information as
he could within the confines of the shack.

Urgently, he began to question the
mulatto.

‘Hell, all I know,’ the man
replied, ‘is that a gang of those hooded bastards shot my folks an’
took me an’ my wife off the farm. They put us in a warehouse in St.
Louis, then we was took on board that boat. I guess you know the
rest.’

‘Guess I do,’ murmured Jubal,
‘and I guess I better do something about it.’

‘You clean up this hellhole,’
muttered the Negro, ‘and you got a lot o’ black folks will be
thankin’ you.’

He rubbed at his left bicep,
then winced in pain. Jubal asked him what was the trouble.

In reply the man lifted his arm
up to the light. It was very dim, but clear enough for Jubal to see the cause
of his pain. Stark against the dark flesh was a yellowish white
scar, puffy and new: the man had been branded. Someone had pressed
a red-hot iron long and hard against his flesh, marking him for
life. Jubal stared at the brand, trying to make it out. The
curvature of one symbol, set close against the straight lines of
the other, was somehow familiar. Then, suddenly, he remembered
where he had seen it before. Packing-cases on board the riverboat
had carried the same initials, they were the trade-mark of the
shipping company. They were two letters of the alphabet: S and
A.

The whole thing began to tie
together in Jubal’s mind. The Klan raids, the Mississippi slave trade,
the camp, they were all parts of a pattern that had to lead to the
Grand Dragon and the kidnapped Professor Lenz. And if slaves in
Arkansas carried the brand of a St. Louis shipping outfit, the
owners had to know what was going on. The final answers Jubal
needed must lie back where he had started, several score miles
north up the river in St. Louis.

‘I’ll get you out
somehow,’ he assured the Negro, ‘but right now I better get out
myself.’

‘Yeah,’ agreed the Negro, although it was clear
that he had little faith in Jubal’s promise to return with help.
‘There was a white lawman got in here once, so I heard. The guards
caught him; put the dogs on him.’

‘Guess that’s what you call
going to the dogs,’ whispered Jubal as he moved, swift and silent,
to the window.

He swung through and snaked
across the compound, heading for the unguarded—at least, he hoped it still
was—section of the fence. His hopes were fulfilled. The silent body
of the great mastiff lay where he had dropped it, breathing heavily
through the chloroform-soaked kerchief. Jubal pulled the cloth free
of the animal’s muzzle, confident that it had inhaled sufficient of
the anesthetic to keep it unconscious for some time longer. After
that, it would come to with nothing worse than a bad head and a
sore nose.

Its human companion had been
less lucky. One of Jubal’s blows had broken his neck and now he sprawled with
his head twisted to one side, a bruise purpling his
throat.

Jubal came to a quick decision.
He wanted to get away unnoticed if he could, and although he had
not originally sought to kill the guard it had happened; now the
man’s corpse
might serve as a decoy.

Using the knife he
found sheathed on
the dead man’s belt, he slashed the guard’s shirt, taking care to
make the cuts ragged. Then he applied the blade to the arms and
chest, so that the cuts looked like teeth and claw marks. He worked
fast, utilizing his medical knowledge in the application of his
morbid task. Finally, he dragged the body over to the mastiff and
grabbed the animal around the muzzle. Placing the huge teeth on
either side of the dead man’s throat, he pressed the jaws together;
then, holding the corpse down with his knees, he pulled hard on the
dog’s head.

The guard’s windpipe came away with a
sticky gush of air, fresh blood pumping out over the
animal.

Jubal left both bodies where
they lay, the mastiff’s teeth still clenched around a hunk of flesh and
bone. When they were discovered, he hoped the other guards would
assume the animal had turned on its master and killed him. That way
they would not think of trailing any intruders.

Given a little luck, he would
be able to make his way back to St. Louis without
the need to
hide from a vengeful posse.

He looked back at the stockade as he crawled
up the ridge.

‘I suppose,’ he muttered, wondering what
would happen to the dog when it was discovered, ‘that I would say
you bit off more than you could chew.’


Chapter Eleven

 


JUBAL MOVED AT
a steady pace back
to the cypress where he had hidden his medical bag, then set out
for the little hamlet he had noticed on his way to the Greersville
slave camp. It was no more than a cluster of three to four houses,
but he remembered hearing the whinny of a horse as he passed, and
he needed a mount to get back to St. Louis.

It was too close to dawn to
make horse-stealing a comfortable occupation, but his need was
greater than the danger, so he made his way up to the little
corral and
cut out a bay mare. She was a gentle animal with the smooth
musculature of a good, reliable runner. Better still, she made no
objection to Jubal’s saddling her. The nearby house remained silent
as he led the animal out onto the track and tethered her to a fence
post.

He ran back to the cluttered
porch and counted four ten-dollar bills, weighting them down with an empty
milk churn. It was an old saddle, so he figured that thirty for the
horse—which he might return sometime, anyway—and ten for the rig
was a fair exchange.

The house was still sound asleep as he
kicked the bay into a fast gallop, heading north.

He rode hard, the valise lashed
behind the saddle and the Spencer clutched firm and ready in his
right hand. Greersville flashed by as the willing mare put her best speed on
under Jubal’s urging. The town was too small for many people to be
around so early, and Jubal’s passage too abrupt for many to
recognize him. There was no reception committee, so he felt
reasonably sure that the dead guard had been attributed to the dog
and breathed a sigh of relief as he cantered northwards.

He maintained the pace until
near noon, when the bay mare began to show signs of flagging. For
an hour, he let her browse along the bank of a small stream, then
mounted
again and pushed her on through the afternoon.

Come nightfall they were a good
way along the trail to St. Louis, and there was still no sign of
pursuit. Jubal bedded down for a few hours’ sleep.

He awoke refreshed to a chorus
of birdsong as the night’s darkness faded into a pale dawn. Saddling the
bay, he swung astride and headed northwards once again. It was a
long, hard ride that pushed both horse and rider to the limits of
their endurance and the plucky mare was just about spent when they
reached the suburbs of St. Louis. Jubal was sustained by his
determination, but his brown eyes were sunk deep into black-rimmed
hollows and a heavy stubble of beard covered his cheeks under the
trail dust as he urged the horse in the direction of the
waterfront.

It took him another hour to reach his
destination: the warehouse of the S and A shipping line.

It was early morning as he rode
up to the four-story wooden building and few people were about. A
sleepy-eyed watchman was foolish enough to make an attempt to stop
Jubal as he walked the bay up to the main door.

‘What the hell d’you think yore
doin’?’

‘Inspecting the premises,’ Jubal
replied in a low growl. ‘Now get the hell out of my
way.’

The watchman did his best to
dispense his duties as guardian of the warehouse, reaching for the Colt Dragoon
hanging at his hip. Almost casually, Jubal swung the long-barreled
Spencer in a flat arc that laid the muzzle hard against the side of
the watchman’s skull. It landed with a dull thud that stopped the
man’s hand in mid-draw, dropping him to his knees and then over
onto his side.

Jubal dismounted and gave the
man a cursory examination. An angry purple bruise was decorating the
side of his head, but his pulse was steady and no bones were
broken; he would wake up with a bad headache, but he would
live.

Jubal dragged him around to one
side of the warehouse and hid him behind a pile of crates, then he led the bay
to a small loading shed and tethered her alongside, out of sight.
Still holding the Spencer ready to fire, he ran over to the
building. Using the butt of the rifle, he smashed a window and
climbed inside. When Duval had taken him on as ship’s doctor, he
had been required to sign papers in a small office towards the
front of the building. Now he headed for the office, remembering
the filing cabinets and big, steel safe he had noticed
there.

He had never been in any
other part of the
warehouse, so it took him several minutes to locate the room he
wanted. When he found it, it was locked and there were no glass
panes to smash, the wood resisted his efforts to kick it in, and
Jubal was getting worried when he spotted a pile of blankets neatly
stashed in a corner.

He dragged off the top blanket and wrapped
the heavy wool around the muzzle and hammer of the Spencer. Then he
pushed the rifle up against the lock and pulled the trigger.

The shot was deadened by the
blanket, but
the bullet spanged off the metal of the lock without opening the
door. Jubal cursed. Then he levered another shell into the firing
chamber and shifted the muzzle to one side of the lock.
Methodically, he blasted five rounds through the wood of the door,
each bullet exploding through close to the lock. When he had
finished the woodwork looked as though giant worms had burrowed
through and a single kick smashed the door open, leaving the lock
still firmly set into the outer frame.

He crossed the floor in
two long
strides and began to open the filing cabinets. He ignored the safe:
without the aid of dynamite he could never hope to open it. And
anyway, the papers he wanted were in the second drawer of the third
cabinet.

He spread them on the desk and
began to scan the contents. The more he read, the more his
concentration became fixed on the names and details listed there.
So fixed that he did not hear the front door open, or the soft
tread of carefully-placed boots moving towards the
office.

Not until the
voice
interrupted his thoughts.

‘You sure do get around,
Cade.’

The Spencer was swinging up off
the desk, Jubal’s thumb yanking back the hammer before he even recognized
the speaker.

‘Cade! Drop it or you’re
dead.’

Jubal grinned ruefully and put
down the rifle.

‘Hi, sheriff. I got something
should interest you.’

Sheriff Harlan slipped the
Remington back into its holster and waved a hand at his two
deputies. ‘Seth, Zeke. It’s all right. Just keep the place quiet. No
visitors while I talk with the doc.’

Seth and Zeke lowered their
scatterguns and walked back to the front door as Harlan shifted his
massive bulk around to Jubal’s side of the desk. His stomach overflowed
the papers and Jubal had to move them before he could show Harlan
what he had found.

Swiftly he explained his trip down the
Mississippi, and its purpose; he told Harlan about the Greersville
slave camp and the happenings on board the William M. James. When he had finished he showed
Harlan the papers.

‘Remember,’ he said urgently,
‘every Negro in that camp carried the S and A brand. They all came
there on S and A boats. That has to mean the company’s in on the
Klan raids; either it’s backing the Klan, or it’s owned by the
Klan. Either way this has to lead us to the Grand
Dragon.’

‘And the reward,’ Harlan grunted
around another cheap cigar.

‘Yeah,’ said Jubal evenly. ‘And
the reward. I need it for Andy’s operation.’

‘All right, Cade.’ Harlan was
smiling benignly. ‘You’ve got it. If you can get the Grand
Dragon.’

‘I’ll need more time,’ said
Jubal.

‘You got it. I’ll tell Seth an’
Zeke to button their lips. Whoever broke in here got out afore we
arrived. OK?’

‘OK, Sheriff,’ grinned Jubal.
‘And thanks.’

‘Pleasure,’ said Harlan. ‘An’
call me Ellis. Most of my friends do.’

He waved farewell as Jubal
slipped back
to the open window and across the loading yard, delaying his
departure until he was sure that Jubal had the time to mount up and
move out. Then he went to make his explanations to the crowd
outside.

Jubal, meanwhile, was moving
quietly to the gate. He got away unseen and headed for the Agnew place. Two names that
he knew well had figured prominently in the papers he had shown to
Ellis Harlan. One was Sabine Lagrange, the other Ben Agnew. Both
were share-holding directors of the S and A line. Sabine was
somewhere down the river; Agnew, Jubal hoped, was at
home.

He was. And very angry when,
for the second time, Jubal’s boot heel smashed in a side door. This time,
however, he had no gun to hand and, anyway, the unwavering black
bore of the Spencer’s muzzle centered on his chest acted like a
magnetic force, pushing him down into a chair as sweat erupted from
his brow.

Jubal grinned coldly, holding
the rifle rock-steady as he advanced across the plush-carpeted
floor. He stopped when the gun was touching Agnew’s chest, the hammer full
back and his finger taut on the trigger, and dropped gently into a
chair.

‘Ben Agnew,’ he said quietly,
‘you got things to tell me.’

‘Cade,’ even though the fear
sweat was standing bright on Agnew’s forehead the rancher succeeded
in keeping control of himself, so that his voice came out clear and
even, ‘all I got to tell you is that you’re gonna die.’

‘There’s some things a man just
can’t avoid,’ replied Jubal, coldly, ‘but before I do I aim to fix
some Klansmen.’

He was on the point of saying more when
Agnew interrupted.

‘Those scum?’ The rancher’s
voice was bitter with disapproval. ‘Fix those swine and I might
think better of you.’

Jubal was taken aback. Agnew sounded so
genuine that he was tempted to believe the man.

‘You don’t go along with their
ideas?’ His mission was becoming more complicated than he had
anticipated.

‘Dammit, Cade!’ Agnew’s
explosion was genuinely furious. ‘I’d like to see them all in
Hell.’

‘So how come,’ said Jubal
evenly, still holding the Spencer up against the rancher’s chest,
‘that you’re mixed up with them?’

‘You filthy-mouthed little
bastard!’ Agnew ignored the rifle as he erupted from his chair.
‘There’s no way I’m mixed up with the Ku Klux Klan. No way at all.
And anyone who says different is a damn’ dirty liar. Those people
are scum, pure and simple, an’ they got no place at all in a
civilized society.’

‘You know, Agnew,’ said Jubal,
‘you almost convince me. If I hadn’t seen those papers down at the
S and A office, I might even believe you.’

‘What the hell are you talking
about?’

Agnew was so angry, so bitter
in his dismissal of the Ku Klux Klan, that Jubal was once again tempted to
believe him, to accept that he knew nothing of the S and A’s
clandestine dealings. But if that were the case, how could the man
be a director?

He asked Agnew.

‘How? Dammit to hell, Cade,
how’d you think a man gets to be a director?’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Jubal,
‘so tell me.’

‘I’m a businessman, right?’
Agnew spoke firmly, fighting down his anger. ‘I got a lot of money
and plenty of interests around this city. One day Simon Lagrange
came to me.’

He broke off as Jubal prodded
him with the rifle. ‘Simon Lagrange. Who’s he?’

‘Lagrange? Just about the
biggest money man around here. President of the First Bank of St.
Louis, landowner, businessman. You name it, Lagrange probably owns
it. Hell, he’s got a controlling share in the S and A line. I just
lent my name; it’s Lagrange who picks up the real
profits.’

‘All right,’ Jubal motioned for
Agnew to go on, ‘one day he came to you.’

‘Yeah. He came to offer a share
in a new riverboat company. It was a good prospectus, it showed a
handsome profit. So I put money in. Glad I did; it’s paid a lot
back.’

‘I bet,’ said Jubal, his mind
seeing again the Negroes in the Greersville camp. ‘When your cargo
comes in free how can you lose?’

‘What the hell d’you mean?’
Agnew was genuinely perturbed. ‘Our cargoes are travelers and
freight.’

‘The freight happens to be
human,’ said Jubal coldly, ‘and it doesn’t travel
willingly.’

‘You’d better explain, Cade,’
said Agnew, slumping back into his chair. ‘It seems like you know
somethin’ I don’t.’

Jubal explained, watching the
rancher’s
face shade from purple into grey as the hard facts sank in, backed
up by the logic of his argument and the details he was able to
supply.

When he had finished Agnew eyed him
steadily, something like appreciation showing on his face.

‘Cade,’ he said, ‘I believe you.
What happened before still stands between us, but for now I propose
a truce. Let’s clean up the Klan together. I got the weight around
town to give you plenty of help, so I propose we forget the past
for now. When this business is all wrapped up I’ll be lookin’ for
you again, but right now I’d like to help you. Apart from anythin’
else, Gloria would have wanted Andy to get his sight back. You
agree?’

Jubal eased the hammer of the Spencer down
and set the gun against his chair. Then he rose, right hand
extended across the bureau.

‘It’s a deal, Agnew,’ he
grinned, ‘though not one I ever thought to make.’

‘Nor me, Cade, believe me,’
answered the businessman, grasping Jubal’s hand, ‘but I figger to
stick to it.’

‘You and me both,’ said Jubal.
‘So now let’s make plans.’

Agnew nodded and offered Jubal
sherry. They talked for a long time, uneasy allies in their desire
to wipe out
the Ku Klux Klan, then Agnew offered Jubal the use of a razor and a
hot bath. Both were gratefully accepted, as were the dinner and bed
that followed.

In the morning they went
together to visit Sheriff Harlan. Their plan was essentially
simple: Jubal would confront Simon Lagrange and find out what he
could. Meanwhile, Harlan would lead a posse south into Arkansas to
surround the Greersville slave camp. Agnew would remain in St.
Louis to look after things at that end. If the William M. James
stuck to schedule
it would arrive at Greersville to find Harlan, joined by Jubal,
waiting; that would net Duval and Sabine. And somewhere along the
line Jubal anticipated unmasking the Grand Dragon and locating the
kidnapped Professor Lenz.

He checked the load in
his Colt and the
magazine of the Spencer, pocketed the S and A papers, and headed for the
First Bank of St. Louis.

It was one of those grand old
structures that somehow always manage to survive wars, natural
disasters and any other catastrophes that man or nature can throw at them. The
weathered stone of the facade looked like it had been standing,
four stories high, for longer than anyone could remember, and the
glittering gold lettering that decorated the frontage spelled
prosperity and reliability along with the name. Jubal was grateful
that Agnew’s servants had pressed and cleaned his grey suit while
he slept: he had the feeling that the bank would not have welcomed
his entrance had he not looked reasonably respectable.

As it was, a smiling,
soft-spoken guard
asked him for the rifle, one hand extended to take it as the other
rested casually on the butt, of a Colt. Jubal was conscious of a
second man at his back, and relinquished the gun along with the
request to see Simon Lagrange.

‘Ben Agnew sent me,’ he murmured
easily, ‘there’s an important message for the
President.’

Agnew had penned a short letter
of introduction, but even so Jubal had to wait for the better part
of thirty minutes before he was taken up two flights of wide,
plush-carpeted stairs and ushered into a spacious office.

The double doors closed behind him and he
stood, waiting for the man seated behind the wide, paper-covered
desk, to turn around.

When he did, Jubal got a shock.

Simon Lagrange looked like
a shriveled
monkey. His face was puckered up so much that individual features
were hard to discern amongst the wrinkled lines crisscrossing his
visage. The only things that stood out were his eyes, hard, bright
and cold, like little black buttons dropped amongst the creases.
They watched Jubal warily as gnarled fingers with nails bitten down
to the quick played nervously with the objects on the
desk.

He was a tiny man, seemingly
shrunk in on himself, his shoulders hunching up above his
collar bone
like vultures’ wings. And when he came out from behind the huge desk,
Jubal saw why he looked so small.

Simon Lagrange was a cripple. His chair had
wheels because he had no legs. Where his pants should have been
were two well-tailored bags, neatly enclosing the stumps of his
lower limbs.

He pushed his wheel-chair out from behind
the desk, obviously used to shocking his visitors and getting some
kind of perverted pleasure from the display of his
disabilities.

He waved Jubal to a seat.

‘So Ben sent you.’ The voice was
dry and brittle, like the man himself. ‘What for?’

‘To ask some questions about the
S and A,’ said Jubal, evenly.

‘The S and A? Ben gets the
annual report and his full share of the profits,’ snapped Lagrange.
‘What more does he want?’

‘He’d like to know how you
manage to keep the slave trade going,’ said Jubal in the same even
tone.

‘Slave trade? What slave trade?’
Lagrange bounced up and down in the wheel-chair. ‘What the devil
are you talking about?’

‘The Negroes you ship down river
to Greersville,’ said Jubal pleasantly. ‘The people you keep in the
camp there.’ He paused as the banker’s hand crept out towards a
tasseled bell-pull hanging down one wall. ‘And how you use the Ku
Klux Klan to get the slaves.’

He drew the Colt as he
finished speaking,
so that Lagrange’s twisted fingers stopped a good inch away from
the bell rope.

‘And if you move one more inch
I’ll kill you.’ The Colt was aimed at a point between the banker’s
button eyes and the tone of Jubal’s voice left no doubt as to his
intentions.

‘You know you have no chance at
all of getting out of here alive?’ Lagrange’s voice was as steady
as Jubal’s. ‘The last man who pointed a gun at me was scraped off
the carpet after my men had finished with him.’

‘Lagrange,’ said Jubal in the
same conversational tone, ‘the same thing might happen to me, but
you won’t be around to see it. Now drop your hand.’

Reluctantly, the
banker’s
hand moved away from the bell rope as his lips twisted back from
yellowed teeth in a snarl of defiance.

‘What do you really
want?’

‘I want to know about you and
the Klan and the S and A line,’ replied Jubal. ‘And if you don’t
tell me, I’ll kill you.’

‘Kill me?’ the voice was bitter.
‘I died a year ago.’ His little eyes glared angrily at Jubal,
seeming not to notice the gun. ‘You ever try to kill a dead
man?’

‘Corpses don’t talk,’ said
Jubal, ‘so I’d say you were still alive.’

‘There’s more than one way a man
can die,’ snarled Lagrange. ‘You pull the trigger and you’re just
finishing something another man started. Might even be doing me a
favor.’

‘Mister,’ said Jubal, ‘that’s
the last thing I want to do you.’ He rose to his feet and walked
over to the crippled man, jabbing the Colt up against his left
elbow.

‘I could blow your arms off,
though. How’d you like that?’

‘Balls!’ Lagrange laughed as he
said it. ‘And before you get any ideas, you’re too late. Someone
did that already.’

His laughter turned into
a hysterical giggle
that splashed saliva down his shirt-front, contorting the monkey
face into a mask of rage and pain and despair.

‘Sit down Cade,’ he fought
against the cynical mirth that threatened to shake his broken body
out of the wheel-chair. ‘I’ve wanted to tell someone for a long
time. Trouble’s been,’ he shook his head, spraying spittle across
the carpet, ‘that there’s never been anyone worth
telling.’

He studied Jubal speculatively.

‘Until now. You’ve come so damn’
close to uncovering the whole thing that I got interested in you.
That’s why I let you up here. It might just be that you’re the man
worthy of killing me. Me!’ His voice rose to a tittering, crazy
pitch. ‘Simon Lagrange. President of the bank, leading citizen,
pillar of society.’ He stopped laughing. ‘Cripple.’

There was a long silence as
Jubal watched the man. He looked old, older than time itself, but
underneath the wrinkles and the pain lines there was something
else. Something eternally young, like evil incarnate that could never grow old
because it was always present, always rejuvenated. Jubal sat
silently and listened to Lagrange.

‘I came here to put the bank on
its feet after the war. It was a mess. And it was bound to stay a
mess so long as that damn’ stupid northern government insisted on
banning slaves.’ Button eyes stared madly at Jubal. ‘The South
depends on the Negroes, Cade, It can’t exist without them. We’ve
got crops and cotton, but we need people to bring the goods in.
That means Negroes. And Negroes don’t want to work.’

Jubal thought of Jebediah and Zeb, but bit
off the retort that rose to his lips as the madman went on with his
tirade.

‘So we have to make them
work. Make them, you understand? And under our present, idiotic
government, that means forcing them. The best way to force them is
to use the Ku Klux Klan.’ His giggle splashed more spittle out over
the carpet. ‘I raised the Klan in St. Louis, Cade. Then some
fatherless, bastard Negro I was whipping into the right frame of
mind turned on me. Filthy, black trash! I lost my legs when he
threw me into a saw mill.’

He paused, gasping for breath.

‘I lost more than that. I lost
my manhood. Can you imagine what that’s like?’

His twisted fingers were
bending the spokes of the wheelchair into crooked patterns as he
clutched at
them, the plethora of remembered pain and insupportable loss giving
him superhuman strength.

Jubal shook his head, but
Lagrange didn’t notice.

‘It’s hell, Cade. It’s worse
than dying. My wife left me. Oh, she kept the same name. Sabine
Lagrange. She took to the riverboats and that highfaluting captain,
Duval. Oh, those bastards.’

His withered head sank down between his
bird-like shoulder blades.

‘Kill them, Cade,’ he muttered.
‘Kill them both. Duval for taking my wife, Sabine for being what
she is.’

He paused, watching Jubal like
a dying vulture. ‘Anyway, Sabine’s the one you’re after. When I got crippled
she took over the Klan. Sabine is the Grand Dragon.’

The revelation stopped Jubal in
his tracks. Suddenly, he heard the echo of the
Klan
leader’s voice and remembered why Sabine’s had sounded familiar on
board the riverboat. The memory had tugged at his mind then, now it
flooded back, along with the way the Grand Dragon had moved and the
hint of perfume he noticed when Duval had left the mysterious
cabin.

The threads were coming together. And they
were laying a straight trail to the Grand Dragon.

Then something hit him hard in
the chest. Nails scratched his neck as a bony head smashed against
his face. He did not know how it happened, but somehow Lagrange had
launched himself out of the wheel-chair onto his chest.

‘Kill me! Kill me,
Cade!’

The wild plea blew bad breath
against Jubal’s face and he rose, tottering from the chair, thrown
off balance by the unexpected attack.

Simon Lagrange clung to his chest like a
male harpy, writhing madly as the withered stumps of his legs
drummed against Jubal’s midriff. Involuntarily, Jubal staggered
across the room, trying to dislodge the crazed banker.

Not seeing where he was going,
he moved
around behind the big desk, fighting hard to keep his balance and
avoid the blows battering his face. Then he was pulled off balance
and shook Lagrange free as he felt himself falling
forwards.

There was the sound of
shattering glass and sudden, sharp pain in his hands as he put both arms out to
stop himself, and his vision cleared. He looked out through the
broken second-floor window in time to see Lagrange’s body twisting
over and over, down towards the pavement. Pedestrians scattered as
the screaming body hurtled towards them, though to Jubal the
screams sounded joyful. Then Simon Lagrange hit the stone walkway.
He bounced once, like a legless puppet, and lay still in a
spreading pool of red. Idly, Jubal wondered how such a little,
withered man could hold so much blood. Then he turned to face the
guard bursting into the late President’s office.

‘I think your bank just took a
crash,’ he said.


Chapter Twelve

 


IT TOOK ALL of Ben Agnew’s influence to
bail Jubal out of the murder charge, but after several hours’
argument the rancher succeeded. In addition to getting Jubal off
the murder charge, he ordered the best horse in his stable brought
out for the hard-faced young doctor, a long-legged Kentucky
thoroughbred that looked as though it could eat the miles between
St. Louis and Greersville. Jubal hoped so as he climbed into the
saddle and kicked the animal into a gallop southwards after Harlan
and the posse.

He recalled little of the wild
gallop south, although along the trail he must have stopped at
roadhouses to eat and drink and see to the horse. The bulk of the
journey was a wild dash across country aimed solely at getting to
Greersville to claim the reward and find Lenz; a surrealistic,
overland voyage that threatened to kill Agnew’s horse under him as
he pushed hard and fast towards Arkansas.

He was driving through a budding cotton-held
when he spotted the posse up ahead of him. Outriders picked him up
and brought him to Harlan, who greeted him with a cheerful
wave.

‘How’d you get on with
Lagrange?’

Jubal brought his horse up alongside the
fat sheriff’s buckboard and explained what had happened in the
bank.

Harlan shook his head.

‘Who’d have guessed that ole
Simon was behind the Klan,’ he mused, ‘he always came on as a real
upstanding citizen, a real pillar of the town.’

‘Pillars can get eroded,’ said
Jubal, ‘let’s get to Greersville.’

Ellis Harlan nodded his agreement and
whipped his twin team up into a canter, Jubal matching the pace on
the Kentucky steed.

They reached Greersville the
next day, coming up on the sprawl of buildings around noon. Most of the
inhabitants were eating, or sleeping through the midday heat, so it was
relatively easy for the posse to surround the town and bring the
folk into the small church. Three men contested the armed riders
and died defending their independence. Harlan shot two from the
seat of the buckboard and Seth finished the third with both barrels
of his shotgun. After that there was no more argument.

Harlan left three men to guard
the townsfolk and led the rest of the thirty-strong posse down the trail
Jubal pointed out to him.

They moved as quietly as they could, hoping
to catch the camp guards by surprise.

Luck was on their side up to
the main gate. Harlan drove his two horses straight and fast
through, gunning down the guards who came to stop him with tidy shots that
blew them off their feet as blood spread from the wounds in their
chests. Jubal raced alongside the buckboard, firing the Spencer as
he went. He was grateful for the fact that the big dogs seemed to
be used only at night, the huge animals might have made things
difficult for the horses, but they appeared to be penned in wire
enclosures off to one side of the camp. And the two men who
attempted to set them free were both cut down before they could
release the mastiffs.

So the dogs remained yelping in the pen
while the battle raged around the camp.

Jubal was heading for the
slaves’
quarters when a bullet hit the Kentucky horse. The big beast
snorted and ploughed a furrow with its forelegs as it went down
under the impact, pitching Jubal over its head. He hit the ground
hard with only his reflexes to save him from serious injury as he
twisted to land on one shoulder, rolling with the impact so that he
came up again on one knee with the Spencer angling towards the man
who had shot the horse.

Jubal sighted and fired in one single
motion, levering another cartridge into the breech as the marksman
toppled backwards, dropping his Winchester as he clutched at the
black hole drilled through his forehead.

Then he was on
his feet
again and running hard for the slave hut. He could not be sure that
anyone would be there during the day, but he wanted to check, and
free them if at all possible. He felt bullets pluck at his clothing
as he ran, but he ignored them, triggering the rifle in sporadic
fashion to keep his path clear. It stayed free up to the entrance
of the hut. After that it was blocked by a six-foot guard pointing
a ten-gauge Remington scattergun directly at his belly.

Jubal ran straight at the
gaping muzzles of the lethal gun, powering himself forwards in a wild
dive that took him up and on at the gunman. The man squeezed the
triggers split seconds too late, so that Jubal was over the
discharge as it blasted a noisy message of death into the
afternoon, without hitting anything other than another guard
running across the clearing. He screamed as the buckshot blew his
legs apart and fell down in a scrabbling heap of blood and
splintered bone.

Jubal sent the first man to
join him by the simple expedient of pulling the
trigger of
the Spencer as it crashed against his chest. The
.30
caliber rifle
barked once, blowing the big man hard back against the door of the
hut. As Jubal fell against him, he caught a spray of blood from the
guard’s final breath, then rolled back, away from the sticky smear
plastered over the door out of the man’s back.

He pushed the body aside and
shouldered his way in. The Negroes were still there, chained as he
had last seen them, but now sitting up on the rough bunks to find
out what was happening outside.

‘We came to get you out,’
shouted Jubal by way of reassurance. ‘Stay where you are and I’ll
bust the chains.’

‘Mistah,’ came a familiar voice
from down the hut, ‘I take back what I thought. You’re all
right.’

Jubal recognized the mulatto he
had spoken
to on his earlier visit and waved the Spencer in greeting. The
black man waved back, his lips split in a huge grin.

‘You set us free, friend, an’
you got some help.’

‘Good. Hold on while I bust this
thing.’

As he spoke he backed out of
the building, heading for the pole that held the slave chains. His
passage was blocked by a guard who snarled savagely as he lifted
the Winchester he carried and squeezed the trigger. Instinctively, Jubal fell
to one side, firing the Spencer as he went. Incredibly, his bullet
hit the guard’s as it blasted from the muzzle of the Winchester.
The rifle exploded in the man’s hands, molten metal searing upwards
through his fingers to splash viciously over his face.

The guard staggered back,
shredded hands clawing desperately at his ravaged face, succeeding only in
drawing lines of burning flesh across his cheeks. Jubal fired
again, putting the man out of his agony.

‘Guns are dangerous things,’ he
muttered as he headed for the pole holding the slaves in check,
‘they got a nasty habit of firing both ways.’

He reached the pole and
leveled the Spencer
against the padlock. Two shots blew it apart and freed the Negroes
in a screaming, fury-ridden mass across the stockade. Harlan’s men
stopped firing as they spewed out across the compound. Most of the
Greersville guards were dead anyway; and the few that remained went
down under an irresistible tide of pounding black fists and
stomping feet.

There was nothing anyone could
do to prevent the slaves from venting their wrath, short of
killing them
all; and, Jubal thought as he watched the guards die, who could
blame them? They had been ripped from homes and families to work as
slaves, now they were taking the first chance they had to strike
back against their oppressors.

He moved around
the welling
mass of struggling bodies to find Sheriff Harlan.

The fat man was standing near the front
gate, pushing shells into a Colt Peacemaker. He looked up as Jubal
approached and grinned.

‘Looks like we cleaned this hole
out of rats,’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ answered Jubal, ‘but
there’s still more to smoke out.’

‘Don’t worry.’ Harlan holstered
the Colt. ‘We’ll wait here for that riverboat an’ light a fire
that’ll bring ’em all out.’


Chapter Thirteen

 


THE WILLIAM M. JAMES came upriver dead on schedule.
Jubal, Sheriff Harlan and the posse were waiting on the jetty,
hidden from view in the shelter of some huts. Some of their men
were stationed on the jetty, ready to secure the sternwheeler as
Duval brought the big boat alongside.

The paddle reversed its
direction, creaming the river to a muddy froth as the boat slowed,
drifting in to the Greersville station. The crewmen standing on the
flat deck hurled ropes ashore and Harlan’s men began to secure the boat. Then
Duval must have spotted something because the wheel suddenly picked
up momentum, driving the William M. forwards in an unexpected spurt. The ropes were
tom from the jetty and one man screamed as the curling line wrapped
itself around his wrist, dragging him into the water.

Jubal powered to his feet,
racing across the jetty towards the moving boat. He used his speed
to launch himself out over the river in a long dive that brought
him hard against the deck rail. Desperately, conscious of the big
wheel churning water only feet away, he grasped the rail and hauled
himself on board.

Back on the jetty Harlan was bellowing at
the fast receding riverboat. His order to halt was abruptly
punctuated by the crack of a rifle and the big lawman threw himself
into cover. Jubal saw him wave his men to their horses and the
entire posse began to gallop along the bank parallel to the river.
Then they were lost around a bend flanked with trees and Jubal was
alone on the boat.

Two deckhands came at him head
on, wicked-looking baling hooks swinging in murderous arcs. Jubal snatched the
Colt from the shoulder holster and shot one man at point-blank
range. He stopped in his tracks, a look of disbelief spreading
across his face almost as fast as the great red smear that covered
his shirt-front. He tried to say something, choked on
the blood that was
filling his throat and toppled backwards. Jubal ducked under the
hook that the second man was aiming at his neck and powered his
shoulder hard against the killer’s chest. The force of his crashing
body drove the man back against the deck rail, badly off balance.
He teetered, his arms flailing in an attempt to regain equilibrium,
then tipped over sideways, screaming as he fell into the wake of
the sternwheel. His head bobbed once, then the undertow took him
down into the Mississippi.

Jubal didn’t wait to see him go, he was
running for the long ladder rising from the deck up to Duval’s
pilothouse.

He clubbed a deckhand who tried to stop him
and began to climb.

The crack of a small
caliber pistol
sounded above him and sharp splinters blasted from a rung just
above his head. Without pausing, Jubal triggered the Colt, not
bothering to aim, hoping to keep Duval’s head down. A second shot
plucked fibers from his jacket, then he could hear Duval cursing as
he reloaded the two-barreled Derringer. Jubal used the time to gain
more height up the ladder, then swung out into space as Duval’s
face appeared just above him, his hand squeezing the trigger of the
little gun.

The first shot missed Jubal as
he hung with one hand, out to the side of the ladder. The second furrowed
pain across his right hand as he brought the Colt up to bear on the
Creole. His fingers numbed as a bright line of blood welled out
across his knuckles and the gun fell from his grasp, thudding down
onto the deck below.

Then Duval ducked back inside the cabin and
Jubal forced his hand to grasp the next rung, ignoring the pain as
he used the time to pull himself up the remaining distance.

Inside the pilothouse Duval was
fumbling fresh cartridges into the Derringer, haste making him clumsy. He
snapped the chamber closed as Jubal appeared in the doorway and
squeezed the trigger. Pure cat-fast reflex sent Jubal flying to one
side as the gun exploded past his face. He felt the muzzle-flash
singe his hair and the acrid reek of cordite burn his nostrils,
then he had Duval’s wrist caught in a steel-tight grip.

He let his body continue on in
its dive, yanking the Creole off his feet. Savagely he drove his
right fist into the man’s face, grinning with raw, animal satisfaction as
he felt bone crunch under his knuckles.

Duval spat blood from a broken
nose and tried to knee Jubal in the groin. Jubal turned the blow
with his hip, feeling his left leg go numb as the nerve
centers in his
thigh absorbed the impact, and punched the Creole again. Duval
grunted and tried to force the Derringer around to point at Jubal’s
head. Jubal rolled, carrying the bigger man with him so that they
came up against the steering wheel. He grabbed Duval’s arm with
both hands, ignoring the blows that pounded against his head and
chest, as he battered the Creole’s gun-hand against the spokes.
Suddenly Duval screamed, dropping the gun as his wrist broke. Jubal
brought his right leg up against his chest and, using Duval’s
stomach as a springboard, powered himself backwards across the
floor.

The Creole screamed and vomited over his
bloodied shirt front as the crushing force of the kick ruptured
internal organs.

Jubal rose to his feet, hauling
Duval upright with one hand, whiplashing the other
back and forth
across his face.

‘Sabine. Where is
she?’

‘I don’t know.’ Duval’s answer
was a pain-racked sob. ‘I swear I don’t know, Cade.’

Jubal tattooed his open palm
across the bloody mess of the man’s face.

‘Think harder, Klansman. Where
is she?’

‘Below, somewhere. With Lenz.’
He lost a tooth as he mumbled the words.

‘With Lenz? He’s on board?’
Jubal’s urgency communicated itself in a series of open-handed
blows. ‘Where?’

‘He was in the slave hold,’
gasped Duval. ‘For God’s sake, Cade,
you’re killing me.’

Jubal could feel the skin stretched taut
over his bruised cheek-bones. His eyes blazed above his tightly
compressed lips and the scar tissue across the bridge of his nose
stood out white against his tan.

‘That’s right,’ he grunted. ‘I’m
killing you.’

As he spoke he swung Duval
around so that the Creole’s back was to the open doorway. Abruptly, he
punched the man hard in the lower abdomen and pushed him out and
away.

Duval screamed, clawing at the
empty sky with his one good hand as he arched out over the deck. The force
of Jubal’s blow hurled him far out above the deck housings,
carrying him over Tully Bulmer’s engine house. He landed on the big
sternwheel, his spine snapping as he hit one of the broad leaves.
Like a broken doll, he swung across the wooden slat, rising up into
the air as the wheel turned, giving him a final glimpse of life.
His mouth moved, but he was too far away, or too hurt, for Jubal to
hear what he said. Then the wheel completed its revolution and
carried his body down into the Mississippi. Jubal watched,
breathing heavily, as the sternwheel turned. Duval hung, soaked and
broken, for several more revolutions, then the slat came up empty
and Jubal began to climb back down the ladder.

He retrieved his gun from the
deck and methodically loaded all six chambers. His face was still
set in the mask of fury that transformed his features when the
killing rage took over as he headed for the slave hold.

Warily, he dropped down into the dark bowels
of the riverboat, rolling as he landed, keen eyes probing the
darkness. Across the hold he could make out the shape of a moving
figure, robed in white.

‘Damn you, Cade!’ The voice was
husky, deep-throated and mellow even through the overtones of
hatred. Jubal knew he had found the Grand Dragon. ‘You spoiled it
all.’

‘Sabine!’ Jubal shouted. ‘You
spoiled it when you put that robe on and started
killing.’

‘Killing.’ Her voice was full of
scorn. ‘Burning Negros isn’t killing. It’s doing people a
favor.’

‘Lady, you’re for burning,’
Jubal shouted, ducking as a shot cracked over his head.

‘You’ll be the one to burn, you
little bastard,’ she screamed.

Then the hold erupted in
flames. Sabine fired the rifle she was holding directly into a drum of
kerosene stacked with several others at the end of the hold. Her
body was outlined against the flames, the firm contours standing
out through the flimsy material of the Ku Klux Klan robe she wore. It was
obvious that beneath her Klan trappings she was naked, and now she
flaunted her body in defiance of Jubal.

He sighted the Colt on her
magnificent breasts, then lowered the gun. This time he would let
the law do the killing; much as he despised Sabine Lagrange
and
everything she stood for, he wanted her alive in order to claim the
reward.

Whether he could take her alive
was another matter. The fire had seized upon the
William M.
James like
the hand of some ravenous demon hungry for a sacrifice, and Sabine
was moving towards him, firing the rifle as she came.

‘Die, Cade,
die!’
she screamed,
ignoring the little flames that were licking across her
robe.

Jubal took cover behind a
pillar as the demented woman moved in on him, wondering if he could
get close enough to disarm her. The voice of Erich Lenz solved his
problem.

‘For God’s sake get me out of
here.’

Jubal recognized the clipped
tones immediately and spotted the professor in the same moment. The
little German was lying close to the burning drums, his arms
and legs
trussed together so that he rested in a bow shape, his face towards
the flames.

Jubal forgot about Sabine as he
powered himself across the hold at Lenz. The Winchester cracked as
he ran, but he ignored the bullets that ricocheted around him in his desire
to save the man who might give Andy back his sight. Instinctively
he fired back at Sabine as he moved, but the shots were intended to
upset her aim rather than kill her. They succeeded, for Jubal saw
the Grand Dragon race up the ladder leading out of the hold as he
fetched up beside Lenz.

He grabbed the professor by the shoulders
and began to drag him away from the consuming flames. Until Lenz
interrupted his efforts.

‘Mein Gott, Cade. Cut me free and I’ll
walk out.’

‘Sorry, professor, but I don’t
have a knife,’ Jubal grunted.

‘In my pocket. I have a knife
there,’ Lenz snapped tetchily.

Jubal found the small
clasp-knife and cut the ropes holding the German. The older man was
stiff from his long confinement but, spurred on by the danger,
hobbled after Jubal. He pushed Lenz bodily up the ladder onto the deck,
noting that Sabine was nowhere in sight. All around them the crew
was diving into the river; the fire had a firm hold, blazing across
the deck housings and stacked cargo, licking around the engine room
and over the planking of the deck. The William M. James was finished, already sinking
lower into the Mississippi as the flames ate into her bodywork,
raising a great cloud of steam from the river as the great
sternwheel, still turning, pushed her north.

‘So, Cade.’ Lenz was as grouchy
as ever. ‘Are you planning to stay on board or shall we swim
ashore?’

‘Professor,’ grinned Jubal, ‘I
got something to tell you: I can’t swim.’

‘Ach, du lieber
Gott!’
Lenz’s irritation seemed more suitable to the drawing-room than the
blazing deck of a burning riverboat. ‘Jump, man. In Heidelberg I
was a swimming champion; I’ll keep you afloat.’

Jubal took a deep breath and
launched himself over the side. Lenz followed a fraction of a
second later, cleaving the water in a dive that bore out his boast. He grabbed
Jubal by the collar and began to pull him ashore. All around them
the river was full of men, limned starkly against the water by the
red glow of the burning boat. Jubal tried to keep his head above
water and help Lenz in his efforts to get them both safely ashore.
Ellis Harlan lent a hand by throwing them a rope; he had come up
along the bank with the posse and his men were now busy rounding up
the bedraggled Kluxers. Gratefully, Jubal allowed the fat sheriff
to haul him ashore and turned to watch the riverboat.

The William M. James was foundering, flames
wreathing her in a rosy glow from stem to stem. The big paddle
wheel kept on turning, pushing the boat northwards towards St.
Louis. He could see nothing of the deck or lower superstructure
under the blaze, but the pilothouse still stood high above the
river.

Then, framed in the doorway,
outlined by the flames, he saw a solitary figure. Sabine had ripped
the burning robe from her body and now stood naked, except for the
scarlet
hood. That, too, was smoldering, and she tore it free, permitting her
blonde hair to cascade over her shoulders. Her skin was tinged pink
against the glow, her teeth flashing white as she threw back her
head and laughed, wild and crazy.

‘Hell of a good-lookin’ woman,’
said Harlan.

‘Yeah.’ Jubal’s reply was tinged
with a strange degree of sadness. ‘Too bad she was
rotten.’

‘Was Eve fed Adam the apple,’
grunted Harlan.

‘I wonder,’ mused Jubal, ‘who
the serpent was in her garden?’

His sentence was
punctuated
by a devastating explosion. The fire had hit the boilers of
the William
M. James,
transforming Tully Bulmer’s beloved domain into a gigantic
fireball. The riverboat was lifted bodily out of the water as a
great incandescent column illuminated the banks on both sides of
the Mississippi. Sabine disappeared as the explosion smothered the
pilothouse in a red ball of fire, the river hissed and splashed as
chunks of wreckage hurtled through the air, trailing sparks across
the sky.

The watchers on the bank
lifted arms to
protect their faces from the heat and when Jubal looked up all he
could see was the sternwheel, still revolving as it sank into the
river.

‘Like I said, lady,’ he
murmured, ‘you’re for burning.’


Chapter Fourteen

 


WHEN THEY GOT
back to St. Louis
Jubal found a message from Agnew waiting for him; the rancher
wanted to see him. Accompanied by Sheriff Harlan, Jubal made his
way to the St. Charles House, the luxurious gaming establishment
where he had first encountered Agnew. The same surly doorman stood
guard beneath the high-arched entrance and from the curl of his lip
it was clear that he remembered Jubal; and not with affection. This
time, however, he made no move to bar the smaller man’s path.
Instead he forced an unwilling smile onto his face and ushered
Jubal inside.

‘Mr. Agnew is waiting for you in
the Lafayette Room, Dr. Cade. Straight ahead and left.’

‘Thanks,’ said Jubal with a
grin; he enjoyed the doorman’s discomfort.

He crossed the thick-piled
carpet and located the room, entering with Harlan at his back. Inside
seven middle-aged to elderly men were busy filling the atmosphere
with the rich aroma of expensive cigars. As Jubal closed the door
Agnew emerged from their midst, a smile that looked almost genuine
decorating his face.

‘Well, Cade.’ He extended his
right hand, and Jubal shook it. ‘You did it.’

He turned to the others and
clapped his hands for silence. ‘Gentlemen. May I introduce the man who
rescued Professor Lenz and broke up the Ku Klux Klan. Dr. Jubal
Cade.’

A burst of applause followed
the announcement and Jubal found himself surrounded by the St.
Louis Citizens’ Council, each man eager to shake his hand, clap him
cheerfully on the back and offer their congratulations. He accepted
a cigar and a glass of excellent French brandy.

‘The finest the St. Charles has
to offer, my boy,’ announced the corpulent oldster who thrust the
glass into Jubal’s grateful hand.

‘C’mon, Ben,’ urged another whom
Jubal recognized as Gilman, ‘let’s get down to the real
business.’

A chorus of agreement followed this
suggestion and Jubal was suddenly left facing the seven
dignitaries. Agnew stepped forward, a slip of paper in his
hand.

‘Dr. Cade,’ Agnew said in an
overloud, speechifying voice, ‘the Citizens’ Council posted a
reward of $5,000 on the Grand Dragon of the St. Louis Klan.’

‘Hell, Ben,’ interrupted Gilman,
‘get on with it. Give him the money.’

‘And I am delighted,’ Agnew went
on hurriedly, ‘to present you with a cheque for that amount. Drawn
rather fittingly on the First Bank of St. Louis.’

Jubal remembered the demented
Lagrange crashing through the bank’s window as he accepted the
cheque.

‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ he
murmured. ‘I appreciate the gesture, but I’d like to ask one favor
of you.’

‘You name it,’ Gilman
shouted.

‘I’d like this money to be
passed over to the Lenz Clinic.’

‘Ah, yes,’ said Agnew, memories
wiping the smile from his face. ‘Andy Prescott.’

‘That’s right,’ Jubal replied.
‘Andy Prescott. He needs that operation.’

‘Cade,’ muttered Agnew, drawing
Jubal to one side, ‘leave it to me. I’ll see the money gets there,
and what’s more I give you my word that our truce will continue
until the operation is finished.’

‘And then?’ queried
Jubal.

‘And then I’ll kill you.’ Agnew
smiled again, as though reassuring St. Louis’ new hero. ‘That
promise stands, too.’

‘Fair enough,’ Jubal grinned.
‘If you can. So far you haven’t been too successful.’

Agnew spluttered into his glass
and moved away as his fellow councilors descended on Jubal, firing questions
like buckshot at a pigeon shoot. It was a couple of hours later
before Jubal had satisfied their interest and was able to drift
away. Harlan went with him, back across town to the livery
stable.

‘I still don’t know what gives
between you an’ Ben Agnew,’ grumbled the obese lawman, ‘but watch
him. He’s mean.’

‘Private quarrel,’ Jubal said
evenly. ‘He tried to take something away from me and lost something
himself.’

‘Ben Agnew don’t like losing,’
said Harlan.

‘Then that makes two of us,’
grinned Jubal.

He had lived too long with the
threat of death hanging over his head to lose any sleep at the renewal of
Agnew’s threat. And, in any event, he was too pleased with having
gained the money for Andy’s operation to worry about the blacker
side of his life. A swift mental calculation told him that the
reward money added to what he had picked up on board the
William M.
James and
around St. Louis, put a little over six and a half thousand dollars
in his pocket. Sufficient to cover the cost of the operation with
enough for at least one full month’s clinic fees over to allow for
recuperation.

When they reached the stable,
Harlan grabbed Jubal’s hand, pumping it up and down between his sausage-like
fingers. ‘Good luck, Cade. If you need help come
runnin’.’

‘Thanks, Ellis,’ Jubal returned
the fat man’s grip. ‘I appreciate it.’

‘See you around.’ Harlan turned
to leave and Jubal went inside the stable, looking for a
horse.

A while later he was sitting
across a table from Erich Lenz. The dapper little German seemed
totally unaffected by his recent ordeal, indeed it was not until
after Jubal had explained about the reward and spread a pile of
miscellaneous bills representing the additional thousand dollars
across the table that Lenz made any mention of the
kidnapping.

‘Dr. Cade.’ His accent was as
clipped as ever. ‘I appreciate the efforts you have gone to in
order to obtain this money. Even more, I appreciate the fact that
you saved my life. What that is worth I should not like to guess.’
He paused to blow his nose noisily into a billowing handkerchief:
the rescue had at least given him a cold. ‘But in recognition of
what you have done for me, I should like to offer my services
free.’

Jubal looked up in surprise,
opened his mouth to speak, then stopped as Lenz, obviously somewhat
embarrassed by his atypical generosity, waved him to silence.

‘Of course, Professor Klaus will
still require a fee, as will the additional staff. Nonetheless, the
overall fee should be reduced to about $4,500.’ He paused, watching
Jubal with careful eyes. ‘In addition, I am prepared to offer the
boy one month’s free board.’ His eyes became less calculating, a
dreamy quality entering the black pupils. ‘It should be most
interesting to observe his progress. Most interesting
indeed.’

Not for the first time Jubal
felt a tinge of anger at the professor’s calm objectivity. The man was
undoubtedly the greatest expert in his field of science, but he
seemed to regard it as a test bed for experiments rather than a
means of helping live, warm-blooded human beings. Then Jubal
reminded himself of his own dispassionate ability to forget his
doctor’s promises and kill without qualms of conscience. He nodded
his head. ‘Thanks, Professor. I appreciate that.’

‘Good, good.’ Lenz was rubbing
his hands together in the irritating gesture Jubal had noticed
before. ‘I have already taken, the liberty of sending for the
people we shall need. Fortunately most of them live in the South,
so they should not take longer than two or three days to get here.
Professor Klaus will prepare the surgery and we should be ready to
operate by the end of the week.’

Jubal had lost all track of
time and had no idea what day it was; he made a mental note to
check a calendar back at his hotel and asked to see Andy.

‘Only briefly, I fear,’ said
Lenz, pulling a bell rope to summon a servant, ‘the boys will be
preparing for bed. But I think we can allow you a few
minutes.’

He ordered Andy brought down to the study
and left Jubal alone to wait for the boy.

He exploded through the door like a human
cannonball, erupting into Jubal’s arms with pure joy transparent on
his face. Jubal caught him up, hugging him, ruffling his hair with
a love he thought had been lost a long time ago.

‘Jubal!’ The voice was muffled
against his dusty jacket. ‘You been away so long I thought you was
never comin’ back.’

‘Were never.’ Jubal’s correction was automatic. ‘Didn’t
your pa
tell you that it’s better late than never?’

‘Pa allus said if you’re gonna
be too late don’t bother goin’ in the first placed snuffled Andy,
‘but you ain’t ever too late, are you, Jubal?’

‘I hope not, son,’ murmured
Jubal, lifting Andy’s head. ‘You want some good news?’

Once again the youngster
demonstrated his uncanny ability to anticipate statements.
‘I’m gonna have the
operation! Ain’t that right, Jubal? You got the money, ain’t
you?’

Jubal didn’t have the heart to correct
Andy’s grammar this time, instead he stared directly into the
sightless blue eyes and nodded his head as though Andy could see
the gesture.

‘That’s right, son, I got the
money. They operate at the end of the week.’

Tears broke unwillingly from
the boy’s
eyes and he turned his head away so that Jubal should not see them.
But he could still hear the voice.

‘I knew you’d do it, Jubal.
Thanks.’

‘I like to keep my promises,
Andy,’ murmured Jubal, ‘and right now I promised to send you back
to bed.’

The youngster demurred for only
a few moments, then, having elicited a promise that Jubal would come back the
next day, returned to his dormitory. He moved with surprising
assurance for a blind child, negotiating furniture and doorway with
an ease that said a great deal for the Lenz Clinic.

Jubal found Lenz and
said
goodnight before riding back to town. His spirits were higher than
they had been for weeks. He hoped the operation would not shatter
his expectations; they were too great.


Chapter Fifteen

 


THE NEXT FEW
days were hell for
Jubal. He lived in a cyclical haze of rising hope and despair and
frustration at the delay. The calendar in his hotel told him that
there were only three days to go, but they were the longest three
days he had ever experienced, dragging into one another with
painful slowness. Margaret Willes did her best to cheer him up,
recounting her experiences in Pastor James’s school, now being
rebuilt in safety with the Klan menace ended. But not even her
bright chatter, or the clumsily friendly attempts of Ellis Harlan,
could bring him out of the black mood that had settled upon
him.

The message from Erich Lenz succeeded where
all else had failed. The operation was scheduled for the Saturday
and, as a qualified doctor, Jubal was invited to attend.

His suit was considerably
cleaner than
the last time Lenz had seen it, and Jubal had had his dark hair
cropped close. His boots shone with newly applied polish and the
creases in his trousers stood out like knife-edges; with the grey
derby set firmly on his head and the gold hunter strung across his
waistcoat, he looked like a doctor. The only incongruous notes were
struck by the Spencer rifle he carried into the Clinic and the
obtrusive butt of the Colt hung from his left shoulder.

Lenz, however, overlooked these
things, ushering Jubal down to the basement operating theatre with eager
anticipation: it was obvious he looked forward to the next few
hours’ work, no matter what the outcome.

Professor Klaus, though, was
the antithesis of Lenz. He was not much older than Jubal and
clearly hoped to save Andy’s sight for more reasons than the money he was
getting. He explained, in a wealth of detail that was mostly over
Jubal’s head, the intricacies of the operation, the techniques that
he planned to employ. Lenz impressed Jubal as an expert
practitioner of his science, Klaus impressed him as that and a
genuine healer too.

Almost against his will, Jubal
found himself caught up in the minutiae of the preparations,
enthused with Klaus’s optimism allied to his own hopes.

It began in the late
afternoon. The anesthetist pressed a chloroform-soaked pad over Andy’s
mouth and nose and the boy waved to the waiting surgeons, his right
hand holding Jubal’s in a grip firm enough to tell the young doctor
that the child was scared, even though he would not show it. Then
his grip relaxed, fingers slipping away as he went down into
unconsciousness. Jubal lifted his arm and placed it under the
leather strap holding the boy down. He buckled it tight and stood
back.

Klaus came forward with a
slim-bladed scalpel in his hand and bent over
Andy’s face.
Jubal turned away as a nurse stepped in to swab the blood flowing
from the child’s face.

Through a hazy cloud he
watched
Klaus cut and probe with firm, deft strokes; Lenz step in to answer
the terse demands of the younger surgeon; the anesthetist apply
fresh chloroform pads; the nurses wipe away the trickles of blood.
He watched the flash of probes under the glare of the magnified
kerosene lanterns and listened to the hushed mutter of the
surgeons. Nurses wiped sweat from the brows of Klaus and Lenz, and
Jubal was aware of the steady trickle of perspiration down his own
face, running under the surgical mask. He ignored it. He could not
take his eyes off the body stretched on the operating
table.

Then it was finished. Klaus stepped back,
away from the table, gesturing to a nurse to bandage the boy. He
turned as Jubal opened his mouth to speak.

‘We have done all we can, Dr.
Cade. Now he must rest in darkness. I pray to God that we have done
enough.’

‘Amen to that,’ mumbled Jubal
through the mask.

‘Let us take a drink in my
study,’ said Lenz. ‘I think we all need it.’

Jubal nodded his assent and,
minutes later, accepted the brandy Lenz offered him with a grateful
sigh.

‘Well,’ he demanded, the urgency
of his question apparent on his face, ‘do you think it’ll be all
right?’

Klaus shrugged.
‘I think so. I hope
so. But there is no real way to tell until we take the bandages
from his eyes. He must stay in the dark for twenty-four hours;
after that we shall know.’

‘Thanks anyway,’ muttered Jubal,
‘I know you did everything you could. I just hope it was
enough.’

‘Calm
yourself.’ Erich Lenz was as dispassionate as ever. ‘As you say, we
have done everything possible. If it does not work, the trouble
must lie elsewhere. Another operation …’

He broke off as
Jubal’s eyes
blazed, concentrating his attention on the glass in his hand. Klaus
stepped in to soothe the breach.

‘Let us wait and
see,’
he said quietly,
‘after all, there is nothing else we can do. This time tomorrow we
shall remove the bandages; then we shall know.’ He glanced at Lenz. ‘Until then I am
sure the Herr Professor will offer a room, Dr.
Cade.’

‘Of course, of
course,’ said Lenz tetchily, ‘I’ll have a servant arrange a guest
room.’

Jubal accepted the offer, smiling at Klaus
as he followed the manservant out of the study.

But he could not sleep. The
night seemed even longer than the preceding days of waiting: an infinity of
dream-torn restlessness that flashed before him images of Mary’s
twisted, dying body; the scar-faced killer, Lee Kincaid, who had
ruthlessly slaughtered her; Ben Agnew clutching at his dead wife’s
burned hair; Jebediah hanging on the cross with the flames licking
around his legs; Sabine Lagrange going down to hell in the
explosion of the William M. James.

He was more than glad when a
servant brought him coffee and the St. Louis Times in the morning, rising with a long
sigh of relief to sluice his face and body in the hot water
provided, shave and comb his short hair before pulling on his
clothes and joining the two professors at breakfast.

They discussed
Andy’s case
amongst others at the Clinic and Jubal forced himself to contain
his impatience until nightfall, when the bandages could be
removed.

The sun was going down before
Klaus announced that they might check the results of his work.
Jubal fidgeted beside the bed as Andy was roused from the
chloroform-induced slumber. And punched one fist against the palm
of the other hand as Klaus, watched over by Lenz, gently unwound
the linen from the boy’s eyes.

The last strand came free as
Jubal sprang to the side of Andy’s bed. The youngster’s eyes looked as
blue as ever as he moved his head from side to side, as though to
catch the sounds in the room. Then, slowly, he turned towards the
drawn face above his own.

And shouted.

‘Jubal! You look
older.’

Jubal caught the boy in his
arms, dragging him up off the bed, ignoring Lenz’s pleas that he be careful as
he clutched the youngster to him, fighting down the tears that
welled in his own eyes.

‘Jubal, I can see you!’

‘It worked, Andy.’ Not since his
wife’s death had Jubal experienced emotion like this. And where
Mary’s murder represented the death of hope, this was its birth.
‘It worked! ‘

It came as a great shout that
echoed off the walls of the bedroom, answered by Andy
Prescott’s
own higher-pitched yell.

‘Yeah! Jubal, it worked! I can
see, Jubal. I CAN SEE!’

Then he paused, his eyes moving
around the room, darting over Erich Lenz and Professor Klaus and
the waiting, smiling, nurses, back to Jubal’s face.

‘You look older,
Jubal.’

‘It’s been a long time, son.’
Jubal was still fighting the raw emotion that threatened to clog
his throat. ‘Too long.’

Andy draped his arms around
Jubal’s
chest, nestling his head against the faded material of the suit as
though he were still blind.

‘Yeah. Too long. But like Pa
used to say, it’s a long road that has no turning.’

Lenz interrupted them, placing an almost
fatherly hand on Jubal’s shoulder.

‘The boy must rest now,’ he
said. ‘It would not do to strain his eyes, now that he can see
again.’ He motioned to the nurse. ‘Bandage him for the night and
keep the room dark. We shall return in the morning.’

Jubal accepted the professional advice and,
after assuring Andy that he would not be far away, retired to the
room Lenz had offered him. Klaus came with him.

‘I hate to say this,’ he looked down as
he spoke, ‘but nothing can be guaranteed, even now. Andy stands
every chance of retaining his sight, but he could still lose it
tomorrow.’

Jubal hardly heard him. He was
too happy, looking forward to seeing Andy—and being seen—the next day. He
waited until Klaus had gone and spread himself, happily, over the
bed.

He was up at dawn the next morning, looking
for Andy. He found the boy in the garden, chopping wood in the
daily routine. The youngster dropped his axe as Jubal
approached.

‘They said I could get out for a
bit, Jubal,’ he yelled, ‘and I ain’t seen the sky for so
long.’

Jubal grinned in pure
pleasure. ‘Haven’t seen,’ he corrected. ‘Maybe there’s another operation could
fix your grammar.’

‘Right now,’ Andy grinned, ‘I’m
real happy with this one.’

‘You and me both, son,’ said
Jubal.

Then he paused as Andy shifted his head from
side to side, like a hurt animal.

‘What’s the matter,
boy?’

‘Jubal!’ Andy’s voice sounded
like it was twisting up through layers of pain from the pit of his
soul. ‘Jubal! It’s going dark.’

Jubal pulled the boy to him, picking him up
as he began to run back towards the clinic, shouting for Klaus and
Lenz.

‘Jubal!’ It was now a wail of
pure anguish that ripped through Jubal’s guts like a bullet. ‘I
can’t see! I CAN’T SEE, JUBAL!’

His tears were matching
Andy’s when
the two surgeons took the boy from his arms, running down his
cheeks in a naked, unashamed display of emotion that racked his
body with heaving, heavy sobs.

An hour later he had their verdict.

The operation had failed: Andy
Prescott was still blind. Whether that would remain a permanent
state remained to be seen. They didn’t mean to be tactless, but those were the
facts of the case. Lenz’s offer of a free month in the clinic still
stood and
they would do whatever they could, but the boy would need another
operation. At the same price. And it could not be carried out for
at least another six months. Meanwhile, Lenz would continue to
train the boy and Klaus would undertake to return whenever he was
called on.

Jubal thanked them with a sour pain in the
pit of his belly and said goodbye to Andy.

‘Don’t worry, son,’ he promised,
‘we’ll try again.’

‘That’s OK, Jubal,’ Andy had
recovered the composure that seemed to set him apart from other
boys of his age and was now facing his handicap with a fortitude
that would have disgraced many older people, ‘I can still see a
little bit. And like Pa allus said, where there’s light there’s
hope.’

Jubal ruffled his hair and rode
away with tears in his eyes. He went back to St. Louis and bought the horse
he was riding from the stable. Somehow he had to find another
$6,000 to try again, but first there was something else he had to
do.

Ben Agnew let Jubal into the
big house himself, leading the gaunt-faced young
doctor
through to the study before he spoke. ‘All right, Cade. What the
hell do you want now?’

‘The operation’s over,’ said
Jubal coldly, ‘so I guess the truce is too. Neither thing
worked.’

‘That means you’re a dead man,’
Agnew grated.

‘Don’t bet on it,’ said Jubal,
hauling the Colt out of his shoulder holster.

Agnew backed off, wild-eyed as
the gun leveled on his chest. Jubal stepped around the intervening
chair and clipped the rancher across the side of the
head.

Agnew slumped, senseless, onto
the carpet.

‘Call it insurance,’ said Jubal
coldly, ‘I’m providential.’

Then he mounted the horse and rode away.
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