

  

    

      

    

  




  

    Jackson Gregory

  






  Powder Smoke on Wandering River




 

  A Western Saga








  e-artnow, 2022


    Contact: info@e-artnow.org

  










  

    EAN  4066338123466

  




			Chapter 1


 Table of Contents



			It was young springtime in the Tecolotes, with skies at their bluest and delicately tinted mountain flowers lifting in the upland meadows, and the sunshine so softly bright over the wilderness world that it did not seem there could be a place anywhere for shadow and gloom. Yet shadows there were. Young Jeff Cody, riding down a steep cut-off trail to bring him the shortest way from Spire Mountain Flats down through Witch Woman’s Hollow and so on to Halcyon, had shoved his hat back and the sun was on his tanned face, yet a shadow was there, too, and in his brooding eyes. It was only a few hours since he had come upon a sight in Pocket Canyon that had made his blood run cold.


			“It wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a word or two with Still Jeff,” thought Young Jeff as his rangy sorrel slid stiff-leggedly down the last bit of the steep descent into the lower trail. “And with old Bill Morgan, too.” A queer quirk twitched at the hard line of his lips. “Darn those two old devils, anyhow.”


			Tall was Young Jeff, and lean and brown, a sort of golden-brown from the wind and sunshine of the high places, supple and vigorous and graceful in the saddle. Just as from some fastidious women there emanates an elusive, almost fancied fragrance, so from young Jeff Cody there seemed to issue some faint essence of the mountains themselves, a hint of sun-warmed resin from the big-boled pines, of crushed laurel leaves; his boots had trod on wild mint in Pocket Canyon; the coat now rolled up behind the cantle of his saddle had served him many a time as a pillow, placed atop newly cut cedar or fir tips.


			From the timbered slope he cut into the lowest quarter of Deer Valley and struck south down in the grassy valley bottom where the wagon track was. He and Wandering River, the flowers and grass and sunshine, had the place pretty much to themselves; most of the wild things that came down here to feed and prey were now taking their sheltered ease in their favorite hidden shady nooks. There’d be deer here later as there were sure to be in the early mornings. A couple of miles ahead of him he saw a brindle cow and an old white horse dozing companionably; both belonged to the Witch Woman.


			The valley narrowed crookedly at the point where the horse and cow were, with a ridge running down into it from the west, the wagon track winding about its base among pines. Just beyond was a shadow-filled basin with a small tributary creek glinting darkly across it, a place so thick with willow and alder, laurel and buckeye, that the sun failed to penetrate it save with glancing rays which only emphasized the brooding gloom which filled Witch Woman’s Hollow as a dark fluid may fill a cup.


			With no fence to stop him Young Jeff was half across the hollow when a voice hailed him. He frowned impatiently, muttered something altogether ungallant under his breath, but pulled his horse down to a slow trot and then, reluctantly, to a full stop.


			“Hello, Mrs. Grayle,” he said, and touched his hat though he seemed half of a mind not to do so.


			She had been squatting under a leafy laurel close to the wagon track, idling in the shade when one would have expected an old woman like her to be hunting out the warmest spots in the sunshine. She got up stiffly but moved spryly enough when she had risen, walking toward him with her long willow staff which she used but lightly. His horse pricked up its ears, snorted and shook its head, and was restrained from backing off only by Young Jeff’s spurs.


			“What’s your horse scared of me for?” she asked. There was hardly more than a hint of a quaver in her voice, which was as hard and sharp as a knife blade. “Haven’t been telling him ugly stories about me, have you, Jeff dear?”


			Jeff didn’t smile at her sally, but then neither did she. Nor did he show any resentment at her calling him “Jeff dear.” She had always done that; she knew that as a boy he hated it and so kept it up.


			“Something’s got you worried, Boy,” she said, peering up at him with a deep-set pair of glinting black eyes set in a dark face which, crisscrossed with a thousand lines and wrinkles, looked to be a hundred years old. She fell to chuckling as she laid a hand like a claw on his knee. “Something’s gouging you, Jeff Cody, and gouging you deep.”


			He shrugged; the bleak hardness of his eyes remained unchanged and the stern set of his mouth unsoftened.


			“I’ve got some riding to do—”


			“You’ve been doing some riding already! Let me look in your eyes, Jeff; let me read what’s there, past and present and future.”


			His snort was reminiscent of his horse’s a moment ago.


			“I thought you’d given up trying to work that sort of thing on me,” he said impatiently. “We ought to know each other too well.”


			Her chuckle became a sort of evil cackle; she pushed back the ragged old black shawl from her face, peering up at him more intently than ever; her squinting eyes seemed overflowing with some secret, wicked glee.


			“So you’re too smart to believe me the witch that everybody else calls me? Can’t fool Young Jeff, can I? When folks say that I make a brew by the dark o’ the moon, of frogs and deadly night shade and—”


			“I’ve got to be riding,” said Jeff. “I thought there might be something you wanted.”


			The spite brimming her eyes got into her shrilling voice too as she spat out her next words at him; he had always known that she hated him as she hated everyone else; now any stranger, had he looked at her and heard her, would have known as well as did Jeff Cody. It had never been any secret to Jeff, either, that she took pride in her reputation and in being shunned and talked about; she looked like a witch, there were many of the backwoods folk who more than half believed she was a witch, and now Jeff began to wonder if she didn’t think so herself! At her age, living the solitary life she led, harboring all the universal spite and malice which were such integral parts of her, small wonder if she was a bit mad.


			“You’re a fool, Jeff Cody!” she railed at him, and beat his knee with her skinny fist. “You’re as big a fool as even old Still Jeff Cody ever was, as big a fool as old Red Shirt Bill Morgan.” She began laughing, showing the few discolored teeth which the hard years had left to her. “Fools, all three of you!—Do you know why Still Jeff and old Red Shirt hate each other? Friends once, weren’t they? And they let a dead man come between them!”


			The thought moved her malevolent mirth a notch higher. Jeff started to ride on but she clutched at him and detained him even more by her words than her grip.


			“Talking of dead men,” she mouthed at him. “It’s a good day to talk of dead men, think so, Jeff dear?” She began to sniff like a dog smelling a man over. “I seem to get a whiff of death on you! Haven’t just been visiting with a dead man, have you, Jeff? Didn’t find him back up yonder in the mountains, did you?” She sniffed again, her nostrils flaring, her eyes squinted almost shut. “It wasn’t murder, was it? What are you trying to do, Boy, sitting up there so stony-faced? Trying to hide things from old Mother Grayle? It can’t be done, Jeff! Nobody can hide the truth from me, not when I hanker to find it out. Yes, I smell murder just as plain as you’d smell a rose if somebody stuck it up under that long nose of yours. But why take it so to heart, Jeff dear? Most folks have got to die sometime, haven’t they? And he was an old man anyhow, wasn’t he, dead up yonder in Pocket Canyon?”


			By the time she had finished his eyes had narrowed to slits. Twenty hard mountain miles lay between Witch Woman’s Hollow and Pocket Canyon. How on earth did the old hag know?


			He did his best not to betray his thoughts by the slightest quiver of a muscle. There were to be noted only the narrowing of his eyes and the hardening of his jaw. He did not treat the woman to an expression of his amazement; he did not ask a single question. He knew her well; she would say just as much or little as she chose, and no urging from him would drive her a jot further. So he sat silent waiting for her.


			But she grew as silent and her old face was as set and rigid as his own. So he said, “Guess I’ll be jogging along now.”


			She sucked in her lips so that bony chin and nose came closer together than ever.


			“I was going to tell you something else, Jeff dear, and it was going to be a warning about the future. That’s why I was waiting here for you, for you can be mighty sure, young man, that I knew you’d be coming along this way today! But you’re such a fool! Go ahead; it won’t be long before there are others lying in some gully, shot in the back—and you’ll be one of them!”


			Then she laughed in his face, turned agilely and moved swiftly off toward the dark old stone house half glimpsed in the heart of Witch Woman’s Hollow, her rags fluttering about her, her long stick thumping viciously. Young Jeff Cody dipped his spurs and was on his way, facing straight ahead.


			Passing swiftly out of the Hollow he caught a first glimpse of the incredible town of Halcyon only a mile farther down the valley.
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			Halcyon had had many names in its time: Pay Dirt, Jump Off, Hell’s Bells, Valley City. It had been very much alive during its brilliant and hectic few months of life. One of the oldest of Western mining towns, it was as dead now as a door nail. All that remained at Halcyon were a score of time-defying buildings, empty now, sturdy old structures of rock and rough-hewn timbers, with iron shutters, once green and latterly brown-streaked; grass-grown mounds where once houses had stood; what was long ago a street was now grown up in lusty young pine trees and brush and thistles. It was a place which had boldly invaded the Wilderness and which in the end had been gobbled up by that same patient but predatory Wilderness. Lost in the mountains, far from any other town, it reeked of desertion and desolation, and exuded that queer atmosphere of a haunted region which has caused it and its like to be labeled Ghost Towns. They stand queer, impressive monuments to the old West.


			It clung to the past and withdrew farther year by year from the outside world of today; even the road from the lower lands had vanished, for the hard winters with their snow and ice, and the warm springs with their millions of freshets and landslides, had rutted and gouged it and made nothing of it; there had been no call to rebuild it; pines and firs and brush had found root and smothered it; it had been drawn back into the embrace of the wilderness.


			So now Halcyon was a dead town reeking with desertion—and yet it was not altogether deserted. And that was the strange thing about Halcyon. True, in the winter months never a soul came near it; it belonged then to the white silence, to a hungry timber wolf or a restless old brown bear touched with insomnia. But in spring and summer and fall it was different. There were two men, old timers, who had never deserted ship and who never would. The whole countryside knew about them; and those who knew the two men personally were always speculating: How long before one of them would kill the other? And would it be Still Jeff Cody who shot Red Shirt Bill Morgan? Or would it be Red Shirt Bill who potted old Still Jeff? For it could never be a secret that the two, once friends, hated each other with a deep and still and murderous hate.


			Young Jeff riding into “town,” following the crooked trail that snaked through the pines, circled about the most pretentious building Halcyon had ever known, the timeworn hull of the Pay Dirt Hotel, a place given over now to bats and small rodents, and got his broken view through the trees of what used to be the Square. On its western rim an old man sat on the porch of a moss-grown, shake-roofed cabin, a rifle resting in companionable fashion across his knees. Across the Square from him, thinly screened by scattering young timber, another old man, square-white-bearded, husky and red-shirted, sat on a very similar porch at the door of a cabin almost a twin to the other, and for companionship had a rifle standing against the wall within easy reach. He sat lounging in a creaking rocking chair; the first man, as lean as a rail and as straight as a ramrod, had deposited his lanky frame on a sway-backed bench. He scorned beards, white beards in particular, that beard across the Square most of all, but wore a mustache, fiercely impressive for all its snowy whiteness, which must have won a prize in any mustache competition.


			Young Jeff Cody, spying the two at the same time, muttered for the second time that day and for something like the thousandth in his life, “Darn those two old devils, anyhow.” Then by way of greeting he called out, “Hi, Jeff! Hi, Bill!”


			There was a short, swift flurry of echoes; then the silence closed in as though still, hushed Halcyon had said, “Hush! Be still!” He rode straight on, as straight as he could since there were piles of rubbish and trees and rounds of brush to turn this way and that for, until he came to the approximate middle of the Square. He stopped there and sat still a moment, making pretense of rolling a cigarette. From under his hat brim he looked at his father nursing his rifle with one hand, his mustache with the other and at Red Shirt Bill Morgan rocking back and forth.


			Of a sudden Young Jeff was tempted. He thought that it might be an inspiration! He sang out:


			“Say, Jeff! Say, Bill! Something’s happened and I want a talk with both of you in a hurry. How about the three of us getting together for once?”


			Red Shirt Bill kept steadily on rocking and Still Jeff kept uninterruptedly on preening his abundant mustache, and neither said a word. Of course it would be like that.


			Young Jeff spurred over to the cabin on the Square’s west side and slid down from the saddle to a seat on the edge of the porch.


			“Jeff,” he said explosively, being overcharged with the subject, “you and old Bill are crazy! He’s a good fellow and so are you, only neither one of you has got sense enough to pound sand through a knothole. Hell’s bells, Jeff, why can’t the two of you be human—why can’t you learn some sense before it’s too late? Here you squat and there he squats, year in and year out and can’t you see—Dammit, Jeff! You’re the two best friends I’ve got; you two used to be friends; now here you are, all alone in Pay Dirt, sitting on porches and nursing rifles for twenty years and never the one of you saying damn-your-eyes to the other! Can’t you see how crazy you’re behaving? Like two kids, Jeff.”


			Old Still Jeff uncrossed and recrossed his long legs. He did not cease grooming his mustache. He said mildly:


			“Howdy, Jeff!”


			“Oh, hell,” said Young Jeff disgustedly; Still Jeff said nothing.


			After a moment or two of silence such as exists only in the hearts of wide deserts and in such rare places as Halcyon, a silence which Halcyon reveled in and which Still Jeff gave no sign of wishing to disturb, Young Jeff sighed and thereafter spoke quietly.


			“I just had a couple of words with the Old Witch. Dammit, Dad, is there some sense after all in what folks say about her? That she is some sort of witch? How come that she knows about happenings which, as far as I can see, there’s no earthly way she could know about?”


			He was leaning back against a post supporting the porch shed-roof, and turned an enquiring eye upon his father. Had it been dark instead of late afternoon he would have missed Still Jeff’s answer entirely, for it consisted simply in a slight quizzical up-cocking of the shaggy brows.


			Well, thought Young Jeff resignedly, that was answer enough to a fool question. He fitted the post more comfortably between his shoulder blades and remarked casually, “In one thing the old lady hit the nail square enough on the head. She opines that you and old Red Shirt are the two biggest fools on earth. She allows me to show as a mild third.”


			When Still Jeff had heard him out he bestirred himself enough to scratch the back of his neck, to spit over the edge of his porch into a patch of buck brush and to start polishing the barrel of his old rifle with a horny palm.


			“She remarked that you two were friends once,” continued Young Jeff, “and that you allowed a dead man to come between you. It made her laugh. I’ve wondered—You never told me, and neither did Bill.”


			“Someday—” began Still Jeff, goaded. He stopped there. It had been a close call; he had almost let himself go. “Halcyon could be a real nice place,” he added gently.


			Young Jeff snorted. “You mean if old Red Shirt was gone? Or dead? You know damn well, Jeff, if anything happened to Bill you’d lose all interest in life; you’d just dry up and blow away—and you’d be heartbroken beside.”


			But this time, though he kept a hard eye on the old man, he did not get so much as the twitch of an eyebrow for answer. And suddenly he felt ashamed of himself; he held no brief to pry into the clouded affair of the two old men, and recognized the fact. Every man had his inherent right to his own privacy, his own freedom within bounds, and certainly to date old Still Jeff and old Red Shirt Bill Morgan had never murdered each other. Young Jeff pulled reflectively at his nose and vowed to refrain from sticking it into these two likeable old devils’ darn foolishness. He said, grown businesslike, “Old Charlie Carter’s dead, Jeff. I found him up at his shack in Pocket Canyon. Somebody killed him; shot him in the back of the head with something like a forty-five or a rifle. It must have happened late last night or early this morning.”


			Old Jeff pondered the news and its sundry implications. He knew Charlie Carter well; had known him twenty-thirty years. Old Charlie was not much good, but certainly no harm at all. He was a lonely sort, shiftless to be sure, who had his familiar way of hunting, specializing in mountain lions, trapping, fishing and prospecting for gold, going a few steps out of his way now and then to do a kindness, never to make trouble. Altogether rather a colorless old chap and as inoffensive as a field mouse. Nevertheless, according to Young Jeff, someone had deemed it expedient to put a bullet in him. In the back, giving him no chance.


			After having ruminated at length, Still Jeff was impelled to speak.


			“Old Charlie’s dogs will be homeless now, Jeff. I’d just as lieve take care of ’em.”


			“Old lady Grayle knew about it,” said Jeff. “She pretended to sniff the smell of death on me. Told me I’d just visited with a murdered man up in Pocket Canyon. How the devil did she know, Jeff?”


			He didn’t expect an answer and didn’t get one. So presently he continued thoughtfully, “It’s a part of the whole picture, Jeff, and you know it as well as I do. Bart Warbuck is back of it, or anyhow Jim Ogden, and that’s the same thing, or some of Ogden’s under dogs. Charlie Carter wasn’t killed just because somebody didn’t like him. There was another reason and I know what it was. This is it.”


			He pulled from his pocket half a dozen small quartz specimens and dropped them into his father’s leathery old palm. They were scrutinized by Still Jeff who pursed his lips over them and shook his head a time or two and in the end handed them back.


			“I knew Charlie pretty well,” said Young Jeff. “From my ranch, headed anywhere this way, of course I always ride through Pocket Canyon. He’s talked to me of late; he talks more than you do, Jeff. He even showed me the place he keeps what few dollars he happens to have. Thinking it might be just possible he had been butchered for his money, I took a look-see. I found these in his old tobacco tin under a floor board. They’re shot pretty full of gold, huh, Jeff? Charlie must have found at last what he always swore he’d find some time.”


			There was nothing to be added to that; the quartz specimens spoke for themselves and the truth was obvious. Since Still Jeff was hardly to be expected to voice what had already voiced itself he quite naturally had nothing to remark.


			“I got to wondering,” said Young Jeff, “whether you or old Bill, seeing that the two of you know this country from mountain top to valley bottom, might have a notion where old Charlie found his gold.”


			Still Jeff could see that there was at least a faint trace of reason in the implied question, so gave it due consideration. Thereafter he hunched up his shoulders and looked to his son to go on.


			“Like I just said,” said Young Jeff, “I’m stringing all my bets that this is another job, the killing of Charlie Carter, I mean, that’s been pulled by the Warbuck crowd. That means that Warbuck knows Charlie got his pick into rich ore. So I suppose it means, too, that Warbuck knows where the gold is. Likely he’s got his claws on it already.”


			Here was another statement that sounded reasonable, one a man could bend his thoughts to for a moment. Consequently, being a reasonable human being, Still Jeff occupied himself with the indicated thought-bending. He seemed to brood.


			Young Jeff, who had his impatient moments, stood up.


			“Thanks a lot, Jeff, for everything,” he said. “Adios.”


			Then Still Jeff, having no questions to answer, stirred restlessly on his bench, made a wry face, fought his inner battle and observed very gently, “Better go slow, Jeff.”


			“Thanks a lot, Jeff,” said Young Jeff a second time, and went up into his saddle. Approximately a minute later he came down out of it again, this time at the edge of Red Shirt Bill Morgan’s cabin porch.


			“Hi, Bill!” he called out.


			A deep, mellow rumble boomed forth from Red Shirt Bill Morgan’s vast chest.


			“Well, I’m damned if here ain’t that good-for-nothing, skally-hooting hop-o’-my-thumb, Young Jeff! Hi, Kid! You’re anyhow as welcome as a wart on a man’s nose. When you get to town? And what’s wrong with you except everything?”


			“Didn’t see me come into Halcyon, huh, Bill? Didn’t know I’d been across the Square chinning with Still Jeff?”


			Red Shirt Bill Morgan snorted, and when he snorted even a horse like Young Jeff’s pricked up its ears and learned something.


			“Shucks,” he said, hearty and bluff. “I ain’t blamin’ you for that, Jeff, same as I ain’t blamin’ you for who you are. It’s what you are that counts with me. Of course if a feller had anything to say about pickin’ out his own folks—But hell. What’s in the wind, old timer?”


			Young Jeff told him all that he had told Still Jeff, and more, since Red Shirt Bill egged him on with his many sharp questions and shrewd surmises. He sprinkled his sundry interjections with oaths as hearty as old Bill himself; he damned Bart Warbuck and Jim Ogden and all their crowd uphill and down-dale; he read the Witch Woman’s title clear, employing epithets which don’t casually get themselves into print and when he had gone the limit with them added for full measure, “And if she didn’t happen to be a lady, Jeff, the damned old she-skunk, I’d call her worse than that.” Then when Young Jeff had done, Red Shirt Bill took dead Charlie Carter’s quartz specimens into his hard old hands and studied them like a scientist regarding a rare slide under his microscope. He handed them back and sat pursing a lower lip and scratching at an invisible chin lost in the depths of his big square beard.


			“It’s a nut to crack, young feller; it sure is. First of all, who killed old Charlie? Some of the pestiferous Warbuck crowd is my bet, same as it’s yours; a good ten to one bet, too. But bettin’ is one thing and bein’ sure is another, and we ain’t sure. Not dead sure anyhow; not sure enough to blow Bart Warbuck and his egg-suckin’ yeller dog Jim Ogden off the good green earth. Time will tell maybe; it generally does—only sometimes too late to make much difference. Next, how’n hell did old lady Grayle know about it? That sort of stumps me; I’m goin’ to dream on it tonight. There’s times when I wonder if maybe the old sow hasn’t got second sight like most folks says about her. Number three, where did old Charlie find him his gold mine? Hard to tell, Kid. Those quartz chips might have come from most anywhere. They do sort of look to me like rock out’n Landslide Gulch, and they sort of look like they might have come from somewheres along Wolf Creek, and they might have come from one of the outcroppin’s high up Deer Valley where Alder Creek comes in. But—It’s kind of funny, Kid.”


			“What’s funny, Bill?”


			“It looks a hell of a lot like rock that me and—and another feller found one time right here in Pay Dirt. Only there wasn’t any Pay Dirt then, of course. The town didn’t get started until pretty near a week after that. And I’ve always said—”


			“I know,” nodded Young Jeff. “That Halcyon wasn’t dead yet; that there was life in the old town; that sooner or later the lost vein would be picked up again and—”


			“Maybe it’s right now,” said Red Shirt Bill.


			“And maybe Bart Warbuck knows, wherever it is? While we’re just guessing?”


			“Warbuck must have gone crazy!” growled Red Shirt Bill. “Just because he’s got most all the money there is, does he think he can get away with murder?”


			“Well, can’t he?” said Young Jeff dryly. “Hasn’t he got away with it once or twice already that we know of?”


			“You still think—”


			“I know it in my bones and so do you! And so does Still Jeff and so does pretty nearly every man, woman, child and dog that knows anything of what’s going on within fifty miles from Halcyon in any direction. It’s only two months since Bob Vetch was killed—and now here’s Charlie Carter—”


			“You and Bob Vetch, bein’ sort of friends,” remarked old Bill, “and havin’ talked things over a lot and comin’ to see pretty much eye-to-eye, would be pretty sure to hang his killin’ on Warbuck. And—”


			“Bob was slaughtered by Warbuck, or by the spreading Warbuck interests,” said Jeff, “because he stood in Warbuck’s way and was too high-headed and stiff-necked and outright pioneer American for Warbuck or anyone like him to handle—alive. So Bob’s dead. And you’re damn right, Bill, we were sort of friends. I’m not forgetting Bob. We had a good long talk two days before they killed him.”


			Bill had been staring out straight before him, perhaps at nothing, perhaps having a vague glimpse of another old man sitting on another old porch across the Square, for grown up with young pines as the Square was you could get glimpses across it. Now his eyes, as gray as the skies were turning over the southern hills, came to focus on Young Jeff’s bleak face.


			“Look here, Kid,” he said gruffly, “it’s not your particular job to wind up the sun, moon and stars, and do all the plowin’ for the whole county and han’le the washin’ and ironin’ too. Why should you be stickin’ that long nose of your’n any deeper into all this mess than other folks does? Seems as though—”


			“I found Charlie Carter dead,” said Jeff. “Murdered; that’s clear. That rides a man hard, Bill. And then I got to remembering Bob Vetch. His ranch adjoined mine, you know. When they killed him they sort of invaded my territory—in more ways than one. Warbuck’s crowd will be wanting to talk to me someday; talk, maybe, the same language they talked to Bob and old Charlie. There’s evidently no limit to Warbuck’s ambitions; he’d grab my ranch if he could, like a tomcat swallowing an oyster.”


			“Look here, Kid, dammit! You’re either a rancher, making a go of it and raisin’ horses, or you ain’t. If you’re of a mind to go out of your way, looking for trouble and workin’ for dead men—”


			“I’m working for me, Bill; I haven’t got anybody else to work for.” Young Jeff stood up, pulled his rolled coat from its saddle-string anchorage behind the cantle and slipped into it. “It’ll be sundown before you know it; so long, Bill.”


			“Which way, Kid?” asked Bill as Young Jeff went up into the saddle.


			“I’ll have time to think about that as I drift along,” said Jeff. “There’s a dance tonight at Pioneer City; there’s apt to be a poker game worth a man’s while at the Silver Bar; and then too it’s not much of a ride from here to Bart Warbuck’s. There are quite a few spots a man might mosey along to. So long, old timer.”


			“Ride happy, Kid,” said Red Shirt Bill. “Only, if I was you, I’d sort of think things over as I rode, and I’d sort of go slow startin’ anything.”


			He watched young Jeff Cody swoop away and out of sight, and sighed and muttered under his breath, “Like hell, I would!”
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			Young Jeff thought as he rode through the pines of the old Emigrant Trail, and thought with a tinge of bitterness, “Still Jeff might have opened up a bit more today, might have let me know what was in his mind.” He was forced to compare, as he had done many a time, his own father’s attitude with that of Red Shirt Bill. Today Still Jeff had maintained his habitual silence whereas Bill Morgan had been, as usual, generous with his remarks. “Dammit—” thought Young Jeff, and then began to laugh softly.


			For after all, what had Red Shirt said to him? In fewer words Still Jeff had said the same thing: “Better go slow.” And as for any constructive remark, there had been but one. Old Charlie’s dogs would be homeless now, said Still Jeff, and he would give them a home!


			“I guess,” he decided, “there wasn’t anything to say.”


			Go slow, young man, was the sum total of any advice given him. Well, even that would have been just as well unsaid; he chuckled again; he’d bet a man that already Still Jeff regretted having been so garrulous!


			By the time he had climbed up out of Deer Valley and had topped the ridge from which he could look down into Long Valley the sun was sinking beyond the black timbered hills ahead of him. He paused a moment, not only to blow his horse but to look, as he always did, with clouded eyes into the fertile valley which Bart Warbuck had made his own. There it extended north and south a good twenty miles, five or six miles wide in places, three or four in others, some seventy thousand acres than which there were none better in all the breadth of the land—all Bart Warbuck’s. There were herds of cattle, there were horses which it was Warbuck’s boast were finer stock than Young Jeff Cody’s, there were, farther north, thousands of sheep. All Bart Warbuck’s. And what Warbuck had done here he was by way of doing in Deer Valley.


			“Give me another five years.” Warbuck was saying of late, being a windy man and rating himself high and unconquerable, “and I’ll own five hundred thousand acres and control another million. I’m going on like a steam roller, and anybody in front had better get out or be prepared to be rolled flat.”


			Already in Deer Valley, north of Halcyon, he had acquired the Trent Ranch, the Deer Track and the Box Car Cross. He had gone gunning for them long before the shrewdest of the local men guessed what he had in mind; already wealthy, he went out of his way to be a hail fellow well met. For a time in these twin valleys Bart Warbuck’s name was synonymous with generosity. He loaned money right and left, and you’d have thought that he didn’t much care whether it was ever coming back to him. “Shucks,” said Warbuck. But he took mortgages. Later, men came to know him for what he was: shrewd, long-sighted, hard and as crooked as a stake-and-rider fence.


			He began to overtower all other men in this part of the state. His ambition, stalking out into the clear at last, was a sort of Frankenstein colossus. He built him a house that was like a castle; on a craggy knoll it dominated the valley and could be seen for miles. He built dams and went in for irrigating; he got water rights one way and another, stealing them when he could. He entrenched himself behind all available legal bulwarks; he went out to build up political influence just as he was building up his mountain kingdom; a frequent guest was Senator Belknap who, it was pretty generally conceded, was going to be governor. Warbuck was going to make him governor and then Governor Belknap would remember and return favors.


			From where Young Jeff sat brooding he could see the Warbuck “castle”—Warbuck was born and raised in a shack like a cowshed—that partook of the salient features of a castle on the Rhine, a Spanish hacienda and the newest, flashiest hotel in Albuquerque, the sort of thing that a man like Bart Warbuck would dream into being. Jeff thought of a sudden, “Wonder what Arlene is like nowadays?” He hadn’t seen her for three years; she was away at school or traveling or visiting friends with names and influence most of that time; odd, he realized, that he should think of her. He didn’t think of Miriam at all—but then most folks didn’t, unless they came to know the little vixen so well that she stuck in the memory like a cocklebur.


			“Let’s go, Ranger,” he said, but checked the sorrel before it had more than started down into Long Valley. For Young Jeff’s eyes, forsaking the seven miles distant Warbuck home had been arrested by certain scurrying figures down on the floor of the valley only a mile or so away. There was hot haste for you, and for an instant he wondered what it was all about. The next second, though not understanding everything, he grasped the essence of the thing: It was flight and pursuit with one rider streaking out on a dead run across the valley and six or seven horsemen racing after him.


			The sun was low, yet the light reflected from the green valley was still clear. It glanced off rifle barrels straight into Young Jeff’s wondering eyes. It even showed details which in a region of less clarity would have been blurred by the intervening distance. The man who sped on ahead rode a horse which you’d never forget, once seen; a horse which a mile away remained recognizable, a palomino splashed from fetlock to crest like a camouflaged vessel. The horse was unmistakably Dandy, and belonged to Bud King—and no one but Bud King ever rode it. Young Jeff knew. Bud ran a ranch next door, so to speak, to Jeff’s. And Bud, like Jeff would have been tempted to cut off his right hand before offering its grip to Bart Warbuck. And if anything else was certain it was that the crowd of men pursuing him were Warbuck men. Jeff’s hand just naturally dropped to the butt of his rifle in its boot on his saddle.


			“Get into it, Ranger!” he grunted, and shot down hill.


			He did not get another glimpse of the chase, so did the timber thicken around him, until he too was down on the valley’s floor. Then he saw that the game was still unplayed out; Bud King still rode hell-for-leather, still kept his lead, and the others still hammered along after him, seeming neither to gain nor to lose ground.


			“Good man, Bud! They can’t overhaul that palomino—” A rifle ball however can travel considerably faster than a man on a horse. Several shots rang out together; someone must have given the command for that. The palomino ran wildly, lunged, went down on its knees and rolled over. Its rider went out of the saddle like a stone from a sling. Jeff couldn’t make out whether he got up or not. The Warbuck men broke his view, speeding on again, and besides there was a big white oak whose branches, newly decorated with tender, tiny greening leaves, veiled what went on.


			He went down into a swale, came up a gentle rise and was horror-stricken at what he saw. The horsemen were all down now, a tight compact mass of them, only one of their number holding back with the horses. A rope had been thrown over a horizontal limb of the oak—a man was hanging there, kicking with agonized heels against empty air. That was Bud King in his grotesque death dance. And Bud King grew suddenly still as one of the Warbuck men, perhaps seeing the possibility of an interruption, emptied a six shooter into the tortured body. As the last shot died away the men broke and ran back to their mounts and went up into their saddles.


			Young Jeff yelled at them and pulled his rifle out and rode on his spurs to come to the tree from which a dead body now, hung swaying ever so gently in diminishing arcs. The seven men who were again in their saddles turned and watched him come on. He rode straight on through them to come first of all to Bud King; one glance was all he needed to make sure of what he knew already. He turned then, white-lipped, his eyes filled with his fury, to look-at them. He knew four out of the seven.


			He needed to know only one, Jim Ogden, Bart Warbuck’s foreman, general ranch manager and right hand man. The others, Nick Balff, Andy Coppler and Injun Long Knife, did not at the moment matter.


			“So it’s open murder at last, is it, Ogden?” he said, his voice as brittle as breaking glass.


			Ogden, a tall man, as tall as Young Jeff and some twenty pounds heavier, a peculiarly handsome devil as fair as Jeff was dark, with profuse yellowish curls and a small yellow mustache and long lashes like a girl’s—a man of about Jeff’s age which is to say around twenty-five, no more—smiled.


			“Hello, Jeff,” he said genially, little crinkles showing in the hard flesh at the corners of his gray-blue eyes. “How’s tricks?”


			A man snickered; that was Andy Coppler, as lean as a snake, with eyes like a snake’s, as hard a hand as took Warbuck wages, which is saying a pretty good deal, and a far flung reputation for cruelty and treachery. The others kept poker faces, all but one, a young fellow scarcely above eighteen or so, whose pinched face had taken on a sick greenish hue, whose eyes were staring out of his head, whose throat kept working.


			“This is something you’ll have to answer for, you know, Ogden,” said Jeff.


			“I’ll answer for anything I do,” said Ogden. He eased himself sideways in the saddle and began making a cigarette. “There’s nothing you can do about this, is there?” He licked the edge of his cigarette paper.


			“Bud’s already dead,” said Jeff. He shoved his rifle back into its scabbard. His eyes went roving, coming to rest on Andy Coppler’s long, thin face. “It was you that shot him, wasn’t it, Coppler?”


			“To hell with who shot him,” said Jim Ogden curtly. “He had it coming and he got it. Murder? Hell, no. Execution. A good job and well done, hurried though it was.”


			“Execution?” Jeff didn’t speak the word; he said it with lifted brows, exactly as Still Jeff would have done.


			“This guy Bud King was a rat,” said Jim Ogden, and spat. “He butchered a man this morning that he called a friend. Sneaked up behind old Charlie Carter and shot him in the back of the head. Three of these boys here chanced along in time to see it happen. He got off on the jump and they trailed him all day. It’s just now that we overhauled him. Maybe some folks would just have invited him to a vacation in jail where he could play checkers and eat and sleep. That’s not our style here in Long Valley.” He spat again. “Come ahead, boys; let’s go.”


			“Hold it, Ogden,” said Jeff, and more even than before there was a brittle edge to his voice. “In the first place you’re a damned liar when you say Bud King ever shot anybody in the back. On top of that, there’s likely to be questions asked about this execution of yours. I know you and Coppler, and Long Knife and Balff. Who are these other men?”


			“All Warbuck hands,” said Ogden carelessly. “All available when anybody drops in to see them. They’re Frank Bruce, Tod Jones and Pocopoco Malaga. They’re not going to run away. Anyone that wants to see them can find them out here any time. All right, boys? We’re through here.” He looked at Young Jeff narrowly, then began to laugh softly. “There’s nothing you can do about it, Jeff,” he said tauntingly. “It’s an old custom of the country, you know, to string up a murderer as soon as he’s caught, and to hell with jail, court, judge and jury. Now, we’ve got to fade. Me, I’m in a hurry. There’s a dance on tonight over at Pioneer, and I’ve got to eat supper and shave first. See you later.”


			They whirled and sped off. Young Jeff Cody stared after them in the grip of the bitterest rage he had ever known. Then for the moment he wiped them out of his mind. He looked at Bud King’s body hanging there, turning ever so slowly at the end of a rope, a length of filthy hemp from the Warbuck outfit. A merciful shadow, creeping outward from the western hills, began softening the horrible expression stamped on the newly dead face. Young Jeff’s lips moved but he did not speak aloud. He sat uncertain a moment then rode on heading toward the sunset, toward the wild cow town of Pioneer City.


			* * * *


			“I left him hanging there,” said Jeff. “There was nothing else to do; my horse wouldn’t stand for carrying him and—Better hanging there than down on the ground where—”


			Sheriff Dan Hasbrook was a grizzled old timer of a vintage almost equal to that of Still Jeff and Red Shirt Bill Morgan, with intense black eyes which men swore on occasion he could use to drill holes through an oak plank. He was thick, heavy, round-shouldered and walked with a dragging limp, having been shot in the left thigh, and carried one shoulder two inches higher than the other, having been shot in the upper body. He had a walrus mustache, ink-black, a dead ringer for Still Jeff’s save in the matter of hue, a profoundly deep bass voice, hands as big as hams and a heart some sizes bigger. When it is said of Dan Hasbrook that he had been sheriff for seventeen years and was still alive and still held the respect of men like Still Jeff and Red Shirt Bill and Young Jeff, perhaps enough is said.


			Hasbrook downed his drink which he had held poised for the end of the story. Young Jeff kept his eyes down; anywhere but on Dan Hasbrook’s leathern, weather-battered face. That was because Bud King, dead so damnably, had left a mother and two sisters. The mother was Sadie King, of Antelope Valley, a lovely, fragile, well beloved little woman not yet quite fifty—and she was the reason why Dan Hasbrook had never married. Dan, had he been another type, might have hated her children; as it was he had loved Bud King like a son.


			“What’s that, Jeff? What’d you say?” asked the sheriff all of a sudden. “Oh, yes. Sure. That was right. I’ll send a couple of the boys out right away.” He cleared his throat, reached again for the bottle, then shoved it away. “Jeff,” he said, “Jeff—” He let it hang there. He saw that Jeff was building a cigarette and nodded approvingly. His strong, thick fingers began deftly following suit. He swallowed again; his throat seemed to bother him.



OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





