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The Angry Land


He pays his debts with hot lead!


This is the story of a kid who turns killer, a boy who grows to manhood long before his time. Seeing no justice in the land, he takes the law into his own lightning swift hands.


The legend that grows around Billy Bascom is born the day they planted the cross that read: ‘Here lie Ben Ober and Jim Boone; hanged for cattle rustling May 14, 1880.’


There should have been a third name on that board: that of Billy Bascom. But the kid had been rescued from Jason Ryan’s lynch party just in time. The thirst to avenge the death of his friends, and the murder of his saviour, has changed Billy into New Mexico’s most ruthless gunslinger.


And no man is going to be his undoing.
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EDITOR’S NOTES


It’s no secret that I am a long time fan of Samuel A. Peeples, who I first ‘met’ as a very young girl in his persona as Brad Ward, an author for ACE westerns.


I wrote my one and only fan letter ever to ‘Mr Ward’ after reading one of his westerns I had inherited from my much older brother, Leonard, after he enlisted in the US Army. ‘Inherited’ probably is the wrong word: being a precocious reader, I actually pilfered his vast collection; and read every single book.


Sam brought the west alive. Unlike Clarence Mulford and Zane Grey, Sam’s writing was very contemporary. No exaggerated dialect or archaic slang; just beautiful prose describing not only the land, but vividly portraying even the most minor characters. And the dialogue: I don’t think anyone, even today, comes close to creating the kind of believable dialogue that flows from the mouths of the characters and makes them distinct and incredibly real.


I had long forgotten the fan letter once it was mailed, but – months later – I actually received a one-page reply written in much the same manner as the way he wrote his stories. Short, sweet and right to the point. The one thing he told me that has stayed with me forever is – after I had told him I was a girl and I wanted to write cowboy stories (yes, I was that young) – was that women could do anything a man could do, even write westerns; and sometimes even better.


That was enough to inspire me to write. And if you look closely at my writing, you will see a lot of Sam’s influence. It is my hope more people will now be able to enjoy Sam’s original works with a fresh set of eyes, and a new sense of appreciation.


Kit Prate




AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Angry Land is based upon the most famous of all southwestern legends. While the value of historical fact is known and respected by the author, there is very little about the brutal, tangled facts that has not been told and retold. The legend is another matter. It has persisted for a hundred years, often changed in detail but never in clarity of outline. Like most legends, it deals with good and evil, and the bad man who did some good, and contains a great deal of historical truth since it reflects the mood of a time and place long gone. It seemed worthwhile to this writer to subjugate the letter of fact to the spirit of legend in this novel, but it is only fair to point out the major liberties that were taken. Governor Winston Carlisle never existed, nor is his character that of any actual Territorial Governor; however, to demonstrate his activities are not beyond belief, one of his real-life counterparts once sold the irreplaceable archives of the palacio by the pound to local merchants to be used as wrapping paper. Conchita Noriega is entirely fictional, and had no real counterpart. The fiesta in Santa Fe is in September, not in midyear as implied in the story, nor was the wonderful old structure so burned. Liberties have been taken with dates, chronology and distances, and although certain historical characters can be easily identified despite their fictional names, characterizations at variance with historical fact are nonetheless true to the spirit of the legend in which white is always white and black is always black. In final apology, while this may not be the way it really happened, it is the way it will be remembered.




Dedicated to my wife, Erlene




PROLOGUE


New Mexico, 1880


The brassy sun stood an hour past the summit of the cloudless sky, and heat pressed mercilessly against the dry land. The rolling benchland below the sun-whitened hills was dotted with yucca white with powder-fine sand, their shadows dark puddles about their bases. A sullen, brooding place that fought against encroachment; the steel-clad conquerors from the South had felt the resentment of this land; the naked savages who had once dwelt here had respected its bitter strength; now it was the Americanos’ turn to feel its fury. The tall men who brought great herds of half-wild cattle, seeking to build here their private empires, were stronger than any who had come before them, but in their selfishness, under the brutal lash of heat and dryness and the hatred of the land itself, they quarrelled and fought. A dust whorl danced along the ground, coating the bleached clumps of soapweed and mesquite and creosote bush. A rattler, coiled in the shade of an outcropping of rock, buzzed its electric warning. An empty, aching loneliness lay across the silent hills. This was the angry land.


Below the shoulder of the hills began the flat valley, covered with grama, galeta and buffalo grass, which brought the cattle herds here. A dry creek bed ran southward and on the far side rose the green cloud of a Rio Grande cottonwood. It stood alone, unfaltering in its lonely vigil, a single green defiance of the harsh land. Beneath the tree, in the meagre shade, stood five men, and a sixth, no more than a boy, squatted on his haunches, his hands tied behind his back, his eyes lifted to a thick branch overhead. Two men were hung there, one dead and still, slowly pivoting at the end of the rope that encircled his neck, the other fighting death, his body arching, his legs kicking wildly in a final, grim dance. These were the violent men.




CHAPTER 1


Billy Bascom squinted against the glare of the sun and considered the jerking figure of Ben Ober thoughtfully. Ober was dying hard, and Ryan and his men were enjoying it. Billy’s full-lipped, mobile mouth curved down slightly at the corners. He had an itch under his arms, but, with his hands tied behind him with a rawhide thong, he could do nothing about it. Funny, he was going to be dancing like poor Ben in a minute, and the most important thing to him was an itch. Billy’s ever-present smile peeled away his lips from his prominent, white upper teeth, and he looked even younger than his nineteen years.


Bob Oringer loomed over him, and Billy shifted his gaze to the Triangle ramrod. Oringer was a big man, but not fat. Grim amusement crinkled the corners of his pale blue eyes; Oringer laughed hardest at the most unpleasant things.


‘Enjoyin’ the show, kid?’ Oringer asked. ‘That’s why I saved you until last. Figured you’d like to see your pards swing. They’ll be waiting in hell for you.’


‘Just like I’ll be waiting for you, Bob,’ Billy answered, still smiling.


For a moment their eyes held level, and then the bigger man swung the flat of his hand in a brutal blow that dumped the boy sideways to the sand. It coated his sweat-wet skin and itched unbearably, but Billy’s smile remained fixed to his lips.


‘Someday I’m going to blow you apart, Bob. I’m going to scatter the filth you’re made of.’


For an instant Oringer balanced there, then he laughed aloud. ‘Sure you are! Just like you’re getting’ away this time!’ He sobered, bent down. ‘You’ve got about five minutes to live, you stinkin’ little bastard!’


‘Leave him alone, Bob,’ a tall, heavily built man said, coming up to them. ‘You know any prayers, Billy, you better start saying them.’


Billy rolled, forced himself back to a sitting position. He spat dirt from his mouth. The side of his face, where Oringer’s blow had caught him, was livid, and a small cut oozed blood. ‘I’ll leave prayin’ to sanctimonious bastards like you, Ryan,’ he said, viciously.


Oringer started forward again, arm raised for a chopping blow, but Ryan stopped him. Jason Ryan was past fifty and had spent his life in the sun. His long-seamed skin had darkened to the colour of wet wood. ‘I said to leave him alone,’ he ordered. He raised his head to look up at the two hanged men. His eyes were expressionless. ‘Jerry, bring up his horse. Let’s get this done.’


Oringer’s grin broadened, and he bent, gripped Bascom’s tied hands and lifted savagely. A grimace of pain shot across the boy’s face as he was jerked to his feet.


Another Triangle rider led up a sorrel mare. The horse rolled its eyes and shied from being brought close to the two hanged men, and the man controlled the animal by brute strength, sawing on the reins.


Oringer swung Bascom roughly around, then boosted him into the saddle. ‘I’ll give Conchita your love, kid,’ he said and laughed again.


‘Do that,’ Billy Bascom answered, and leaned forward to spit directly into Oringer’s face.


The Triangle foreman cursed and swung a vicious blow at the younger man’s face, but Billy dodged back in the saddle, and the blow missed and spun Oringer half around. Ryan’s sharp voice stopped him when he turned back.


‘Get it done!’


Oringer held still, breathing hard, his eyes narrowed as he wiped spittle from his cheek. ‘I’ll remember this when I’m layin’ with your greaser girl, kid. I’ll remember it an’ do my laughin’ then.’ He spun about. ‘All right, Jerry, get the rope over the branch.’


Billy Bascom sat at ease in the saddle, his face composed. It wouldn’t be long now, he thought, and wondered at the simple fact that he was not afraid. He remembered how Ben Uber had cursed and raved, and how Jim Boone had cried and begged. Boone had been the first hanged. He had died quickly, without much fuss, when his horse had been driven from under him. Not like Ober, who had fought death with all his strength. Billy eyed Uber’s slowly stiffening figure; there was only the slightest quiver of the legs now.


It was still and hot. The heat pressed in upon him with tangible force. Billy looked out across the browned valley, his grey eyes narrowed against the glare. I should be afraid, he thought, but I’m not. Why? It isn’t because I don’t enjoy living. He closed his eyes. There were many things he liked, the sharp bite of tequila, the sweetness of a girl’s mouth half-opened against his own.… But he had little thought for the things he had known; it was the new things, the things he had never had time to try, that he regretted. It was only a vague regret, like passing up the shiny pair of boots in Dolan’s General Store for the lack of hard money, or making do with beans and bacon when there was nothing better. Keenest of all was a slow stiffing of resentment that he could not even things with Oringer, yes, and with Jason Ryan, too. Billy opened his eyes and stared down at the two men.


The man, Jerry, tossed a rope upward, but it fell short. He cursed, bent to retrieve it, coiled it and threw again. It went up and over the limb of the tree. Billy began to hum a tune.


‘Can she bake a cherry pie, Billy Boy, Billy Boy?


Can she bake a cherry pie, charmin’ Billy?’


The remaining two Triangle men stood to one side. Rank Ballew was pale and kept staring up at the two dead men. Paul Dorman was grinning, enjoying the show. Ballew was going to be sick, Billy thought. Then Jerry dropped the noose over his head and clinched it tight against his throat, the hard knot just under his left ear. This is it, Billy thought, without excitement and without fear. This is it.…


Bob Oringer walked to the rear of Bascom’s horse. He licked his lips, and his smile went crooked. Jason Ryan looked coldly up into Billy’s face, and then turned his attention toward a distant yucca, a tall, thin candle of God. Jerry stared up into Billy’s face with an obscene expectancy. The other two men watched expressionlessly.


Five men like these are going to watch me die, Billy thought. The dirty bastards! I’d like to piss on them, like a dog against a tree. I’d like to show them how small they really are.…


Oringer held still, savouring the moment, fixing the scene in his mind, like a boy trying to remember every detail of some special event. And he waited too long. Hoofs cracked sharply, and three horsemen veered down the slope, spilling dust into the air as they drew up. Billy heard Oringer’s ‘What the hell?’


Then a new voice cut in. ‘Havin’ a party, Jason?’


Billy saw Ryan withdraw his gaze from the distant yucca and turn to face the three newcomers. The man in the lead sat at ease, his hat pushed back from his forehead. He was tall and lean of build, with a young-old face that had humour and hardness in equal mixture. His mouth was a straight line, and there was an ungiving jut to his chin. He held a Winchester across his lap, and the muzzle, as if by chance, was in line with Ryan’s body.


The Triangle owner’s hard-rock features didn’t change. He met the other’s eyes arrogantly. ‘Mind your own business, Burnett.’


A second man urged his horse close to the tall man. Billy felt a mild surprise at his appearance. He wore whipcord britches, high, narrow-legged boots, a white shirt with a black tie, and a corduroy jacket with elbow patches of yellow leather. When he spoke, his voice was soft, with an odd, rising intonation that caught Billy’s attention.


‘My God, Ryan, are you out of your mind? You’ve killed two men – are you going to hang another?’


‘That I am,’ Ryan answered, slowly. The hard, cold assurance of the man did not change. ‘Oringer, get on with it.’


‘Tell him to wait, Ryan,’ the tall rider cut in, quickly. The muzzle of the rifle shifted slightly.


‘I told you to mind your own business, Burnett,’ Ryan said, softly. None of the Triangle men moved.


‘I make up my own mind what is my business,’ Burnett returned. ‘You’re on Horn land, Ryan. If there’s any hanging done, we’ll do it.’


Oringer moved angrily. ‘Goddamn, now look here …’


Burnett’s long face twisted. Anger showed for the first time. ‘Don’t say anything, Bob,’ he interrupted, savagely. ‘The way it stands I’m minded to cut the kid loose and give him a gun. Maybe I will yet. You speak up again, and I give you my promise, I will.’


Oringer held still. His face twisted with anger, but he said nothing.


The man in the corduroy jacket urged his horse closer to Ryan. ‘What have these men done, Ryan?’


The Triangle owner’s insolent eyes stared at the rifle muzzle for an instant, then moved to the other man. ‘It’s our affair.’


‘I’m making it mine,’ the slender man said.


He must be English, Billy thought. His reddish face looked soft, and his voice had a high edge to it, but inside, it was Billy’s guess, he was as hard as Burnett.


‘I want no trouble with Horn, Trumbull,’ Ryan said, slowly. His arrogance was held in abeyance, but not gone. ‘This is Triangle business. Billy Bascom and his two pards, Ben Ober and Jim Boone, have been stealing me blind. We’ve lost eighty head of cows this last month. We cut Bascom’s trail, and followed them here. That’s it.’


Trumbull frowned. ‘You mean you take the law into your own hands?’


‘You’re new out here.’ Ryan said it almost as if it were an insult. ‘You don’t understand. You catch a rustler – you hang him.’


Burnett shook his head. ‘You hang him if you catch him in the act – and on your own property. You don’t hang a man – even a rustler – on somebody else’s land.’


‘I hang them where I catch them,’ Ryan snapped. His temper ate like a canker into his self-control. He looked at Oringer, at the rest of his men and then at Burnett and the rifle.


He’s trying to decide if Burnett’s bluffing, Billy thought. If he knew him as well as I do, he’d know Burnett never bluffed in his life. Aloud he said, ‘How about that, Pete? Goin’ to watch the show? You’ve still got time to watch the third act.’


Burnett didn’t look at him. The humour had drained from his face, leaving only hard rock. ‘The show’s over, Billy,’ he said. ‘Jake, ride over and cut the kid’s hands free, then give him your gun.’


Ryan opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, then closed it. His eyes were narrowed. They remained fixed to the muzzle of the rifle. His body was held rigid, controlled as firmly as his anger. Deliberately, almost scornfully, he raised his eyes to look once more at the distant yucca.


The third rider moved against Billy’s mare, and a knife glistened, then cut the rawhide thongs that bound his hands. Billy drew his hands in front of him, began to chafe them together. He forced his numbed fingers to work, rubbing his wrists. Slowly, agonizingly, feeling returned to them. His crooked grin peeled away his lips from his white teeth. He held out his hand, and the man named Jake placed a heavy Colt revolver in it. Instantly Billy ducked out of the noose as Jake loosened it, and spurred the mare. She bounded forward, then wheeled to the urging of his knee.


‘You got ten seconds, Oringer!’ Billy Bascom yelled. ‘Fight or run!’ He held the Colt casually in his left hand, across the saddle horn. He began to hum again.


Oringer stopped smiling. He licked at his lips. He looked toward Ryan, but the Triangle owner was looking past him. Oringer turned his eyes on the others, taking his time turning back to face the boy he had intended to hang. For one long instant he held there, then jerked to one side, his right hand flashing to his holstered gun.


Billy Bascom’s shot sounded even as Oringer started to move. Oringer staggered to the impact of lead and went down, his gun flying into the sun-bleached sand. He started to groan and curse. His right leg was twisted beneath him, and blood began to stain his woollen britches.


The sorrel mare had not shied at the gunshot, and Billy sat the saddle almost casually. He held the Colt level before him. His half-smile didn’t change. His hummed tune was audible as he squinted down the barrel of the gun. The muzzle was steady. The boy’s thumb drew back the hammer. Oringer stopped cursing, and his eyes bulged. His lips began to move, but no sound came out.


Then Trumbull’s quiet voice asked, ‘Are you going to kill him the same dirty way he was going to kill you?’


For one brief instant the boy held there, the faint smile on his lips, his soft voice humming his song. Then the humming stopped. The muzzle of the Colt lowered an inch and Bascom looked at Trumbull. He looked for a weakness in the other’s eyes, and found none, only a patient sorrow for the violence of men. Without looking toward Oringer, he said, ‘You’re unlucky, Bob. You’re going to have time to think about the next time I see you.’


His smile widened, and he raised his head to look toward Jason Ryan. ‘Don’t push your luck, Ryan. You’re a big man. A lot bigger than me. You throw a longer shadow than I ever will. But you trouble me again, an’ I’ll remember what you done to Ben an’ Jim, an’ I’ll kill you. Maybe I will anyway. I don’t never know exactly what I’m fixin’ to do next. Now ride out.’


Ryan’s gaze was withdrawn slowly from the distance. His face was unreadable. He looked at Trumbull, ignoring Billy Bascom. ‘You’ll regret this,’ he said, flatly. ‘You will regret it a long time.’ For an instant he sat still, then turned away. ‘Jerry, get Oringer on his horse.’


The cursing Bob Oringer was helped into a saddle after a neckerchief had been knotted about his leg to stop the bleeding. His face was pale, and his eyes were closed. He swayed in the saddle as the Triangle men rode off.


Pete Burnett stared after them, then raised his head to look at the two dead men. ‘Jake, cut them down an’ bring them in. We’ll bury them on the hill back of the big house.’


Trumbull looked once at the hanged men, then shuddered. ‘“The land of sudden justice,”’ he murmured, half to himself. Then he turned to face Billy Bascom. The youth was still smiling, holding Jake’s Colt in his hand.


Pete Burnett bent to restore the rifle to the saddle boot, then looked quizzically at the boy. The hardness had been replaced with the softening touch of humour. ‘You losin’ your touch, Billy?’ he asked. ‘That was poor shootin’. Or you developin’ a mean streak?’


‘Maybe I wanted it to hurt,’ he said. His sudden laughter rang out. ‘Don’t take none to the feel of a rope about my neck. Ever happen to you, Pete?’


Burnett smiled and shook his head. ‘Close a couple times.’ He frowned after the dust-raising figures of the Triangle riders. ‘You three drunk, lettin’ Ryan come up on you?’


‘Tired,’ Billy said. ‘Up all three nights hand runnin’. Stealin’ cows ain’t all fun.’ His light-hued eyes went to Trumbull’s face and read the sudden surprise there. He watched Trumbull carefully. ‘I stole some Triangle stock, same as I cut out a head or two of Horn. But Ryan didn’t catch me at it.’


Trumbull frowned uncertainly. ‘You’re telling me you stole some of my cattle? I don’t believe I understand.’ He looked at Pete Burnett.


The Horn foreman rubbed one lean hand along his jaw. ‘Billy’s speakin’ plain,’ he said. ‘Things are done certain ways – you hang a man when you catch him stealin’ your cows, not when you just think he’s stolen some. Maybe the difference ain’t too clear, but it’s there.’


Trumbull stared for an instant, then smiled. His round face was red from exposure to the sun, and he touched his prominent nose gingerly. It was badly sunburned and would peel soon.


‘It makes as much sense as most things out here, Pete,’ he agreed. His glance returned to Billy. ‘My name is Harry Trumbull. I own the Horn ranch. You seem to know Pete, my foreman.’


‘Old friends,’ Billy answered. ‘Pete half-raised me.’ He winked at Burnett, then sobered. ‘You didn’t save much when you saved me from hangin’, Mr Trumbull – but such as I am, I’m grateful.’ He frowned up at the branch of the tree. ‘Reckon I’m out of business on my own. Horn happen to need a good hand?’


For a moment Trumbull didn’t understand. He was aware of Burnett’s quick glance, and even Jake looked at them. For some reason beyond Trumbull’s ken, the moment had become tense. The sense of the ridiculous that had so often assailed him worked now, and he smiled.


‘Are you asking me for a job, Billy?’


The youth nodded. He was smiling, but his pale eyes were cold. ‘I’m askin’.’


Trumbull’s first impulse was to laugh, but he held it back. The boy was a self-confessed, almost-hanged cattle thief; and yet there was no doubt of his seriousness. There were many things here in the American West that Harry Trumbull had found beyond his comprehension, but one thing he had learned: never to take anything for granted nor on surface appearance.


‘You rode with Pete?’ Trumbull asked. Bascom nodded. His face was as smooth as a girl’s and his indolent half-smile held something disturbing behind it, as if he expected Trumbull to refuse him the job. Trumbull looked at Burnett. The foreman’s face was blank of expression, but Trumbull sensed in that instant that Burnett’s silence spoke in favour of the boy. Abruptly the Englishman nodded. ‘All right, Billy,’ he said. ‘We can always use another good man.’


Burnett came up then. His face reflected neither approval nor disapproval. He nodded at Billy. ‘That your bedroll over under the tree? Get it, then help Jake with the job. The two of you can take care burying them. Come up to the house when you’re ready. I’ll say the words.’


Bascom’s sudden grin was warm. The coldness of his colourless eyes seemed to thaw, leaving him no more than the boy he seemed. He danced the mare about, and his light, carefree voice called out, ‘Here’s your repeater, Jake. It throws low and to the left. Remind me to fix the sights for you.’


Trumbull sat still, not sure he had done the right thing. Burnett puzzled him most of the time. The Westerner’s phlegmatic response to most queries was often disturbing. The Englishman frowned and turned his horse. Be damned if he’d ask Burnett outright! If he’d made a mistake hiring Billy Bascom, then that’s the way it was. A stubborn set marked Trumbull’s chin.


Burnett’s horse edged closer to Trumbull’s as if by accident as they rode away from the cottonwood. Burnett said, quietly, ‘Billy Bascom’s the best rider and the best shot in New Mexico.’ Then, almost as an afterthought: ‘He’s killed fourteen men.’


Trumbull stiffened with shock. He saw Burnett’s blue eyes watching him. The Horn ramrod was amused. Then Burnett rode on ahead, and Trumbull, after a quick, troubled look back at the youth he had saved from hanging, followed him.




CHAPTER 2


Billy Bascom watched as Jake Haley and Vaughn Morgan lowered the second pine box into a grave. Billy was leaning his weight on the shovel thrust into the pile of loose sand, and he felt tired and oddly withdrawn. It had been, he thought soberly, one hell of a day. This morning he and Ben and Jim had been planning the fun they were going to have in Lanyard that night; now Ben and Jim were dead, and Billy would never have a closer call. He supposed he should be feeling something about it, something big and important, but he didn’t; he’d still like to go into Lanyard and get drunk and see Conchita.…


Pete Burnett walked up to the edge of the grave and looked down. He held a worn leather-bound Bible in one hand. He cleared his throat and looked up at the sky. ‘God, there isn’t much anybody can say for these two gents we’ve just buried. They made mistakes same as the rest of us. If You’ve got any mercy in Your heart for the likes of them, I reckon they’ll appreciate it. Amen.’


The foreman stepped back, looked at Billy. Bascom winked at him. He said, softly, ‘So long, pards – see you both in hell!’ Then he pulled free the shovel and bent to the task of replacing the dirt and sand. The first few shovelfuls rattled hollowly on the pine boxes. Damn, Billy thought, it must sound like thunder if you was layin’ inside!


Billy shovelled steadily, and Jake did his share. They patted the mound of dirt, and Burnett drove into the ground a wooden marker on which had been burned:


Here lie


Ben Ober


Jim Boone


Hanged for Cattle Rustling


May 14, 1880


‘Lucky your name ain’t on that plank, Billy,’ Burnett said.


Billy nodded, half smiling. ‘Funny thing, though. It ain’t taught me a damned thing. I don’t feel no different. I don’t even hate Ryan any more than I did before. You figger maybe I’m a little loco?’


Burnett frowned for a moment, then lifted his shoulders in a shrug. ‘¿Quién sabe? Sometimes I think the whole damned world’s a little touched. But it ain’t my business to say.’ He frowned again. ‘Ain’t seen you in a year now, Billy.’


‘Been west. Arizona.’


‘I’ve heard.’


‘Have you, Pete?’ The smile changed to a wide grin. ‘Word gets around.’


‘It does that,’ Burnett agreed. He looked down the slope toward the valley floor. Just off the shoulder of this low-lying hill stood the adobe walls of the Horn ranch house.


Jake Haley came around the grave, mopping his face with a red bandana. Vaughn Morgan stood silently behind him.


‘Good to see you again, Billy Boy,’ Haley said.


‘Likewise, Jake. You, too, Morgan.’


Vaughn Morgan nodded. He was tall and rawboned, his face seamed and wrinkled, and his hands were thick with calluses. ‘Hear you’re stayin’ on Horn,’ he said. His voice was flat-toned.


Billy straightened. ‘Set well with you, Morgan?’


The taller man shrugged. ‘Well as anything else around a place run by a foreigner.’ He walked away, down the slope toward the whitewashed adobe bunkhouse.


Billy watched him go. ‘Who ruffled his hide?’


Jake Haley spat to the ground. ‘Horn’s havin’ trouble with Ryan’s Triangle. Vaughn’s got cold feet.’


‘Maybe I ain’t been listenin’ hard enough, Pete,’ Billy said, slowly. ‘Triangle has been top dog in Lanyard County ever since Ryan drove in the first herd. Nothing I’ve seen has changed that.’


‘Some men are hard to convince, Billy,’ Pete Burnett answered, thoughtfully. ‘Trumbull’s one. He don’t scare worth a damn. Ryan figgers he was here first. That buys him nothin’ with the Englishman. As for Morgan, he says somebody threw lead at him on the north ridge two weeks ago. He says thirty a month an’ found ain’t ample for bein’ a target.’


Billy Bascom looked after Morgan’s ambling figure, then frowned. ‘Figger he’s talkin’ straight, Pete?’


‘Could be. You gun-shy all of a sudden, Billy?’


‘Nope. Just rope-shy.’ He laughed then, the quick effortless laughter of a boy. He sobered after a moment, though, and his pale eyes narrowed. ‘Somebody shoots at me – I shoot back. That goes whether I’m ridin’ for Horn or on my own.’


Pete Burnett met his gaze evenly. ‘I’d be surprised if you didn’t, kid,’ he replied. ‘Now I got one. Trumbull’s green. He don’t know down from up. But he’s square.’


Billy didn’t smile. ‘It figgers. You’re workin’ for him, Pete.’ He lifted the shovel to his shoulder and moved away. After a moment Burnett followed him. They walked in silence down the slope. Bascom left the shovel on the rack inside the stable door. Burnett finished rolling a brown-paper cigarette and tossed the bag of Bull Durham toward the youth. Billy caught it with a quick movement of his left hand. He deftly poured tobacco into a creased paper, rolled it between the fingers of his left hand with a single, quick movement.


Burnett lit his cigarette, then held the burning match for the boy to light his. He dropped the match and stepped on it. Burnett’s eyes were steady. ‘Why’d you hit Trumbull up for a job?’


Billy hesitated. ‘I’ll tell you, Pete, if you’ll tell me why he hired me?’


Burnett shrugged. ‘Trumbull doesn’t know much, an’ understands less. But he ain’t stupid. He knows he’s caught trouble. He doesn’t know how much yet. Ryan hasn’t pushed him hard yet, but he will. I think Trumbull senses that. Maybe he hired you because he figgered you’d kill Ryan sooner or later.’


Billy frowned. ‘I can’t buy that.’


‘Why not, kid?’ Burnett waited.


‘He ain’t that kind.’


Burnett drew smoke into his lungs. ‘You’re right. Kind he is, though, is always draggin’ in some hurt critter. We got seven dogs around this layout. He found a lamb chewed by a coyote, carried it in. It’s always followin’ him around like he was its ma. Always fetchin’ in a stray.’


‘Like me,’ Billy said, slowly. ‘Fair enough. My turn. Maybe I figger it’s a chance to stick around an’ pick off Ryan an’ Oringer, an’ eat regular while I’m waitin’. Maybe I’m tired of things I been doin’ an’ want to try a new slant. Maybe I figger I’m a stray that needs some bringin’ up.’ He laughed, humourlessly. ‘An’ maybe somebody ought to tell Trumbull nobody ain’t ever managed to change a lobo wolf into a house dog.’


Burnett’s eyes were level. ‘Maybe nobody but Trumbull ever felt it was worth the bother, kid,’ he said. ‘One thing more. Stay out of trouble. Let it walk on your toes ’til it hurts.’


Billy grinned. He was humming under his breath as he walked toward the bunkhouse where he had left his bedroll. After a moment, Burnett followed him. When he reached the shady side of the bunkhouse, Billy, stripped to the waist, was busily scrubbing his upper body. He was thinly built, but surprisingly heavily muscled. His back was straight, and his shoulders were wide enough to be impressive. He had removed his cartridge belt and pistol from his bedroll and they lay on the sun-bleached wooden bench. Pete frowned, and Billy grinned at him over the dirty towel he was using to dry himself.
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