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Chapter One 
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Where the cattlemen sprinkled along the eastern reaches of the Bighorn Basin damned the intrusion of sheep onto lush grazing land, the golden eagle found them easy prey. The eagle was ghosting up near a feathery batch of cirrus clouds being burned away by the rising heat of day. The eagle seemed motionless—the lord of these high western skies—with an occasional slight movement of a wing, it changed direction but held to a circling pattern at around eight thousand feet. 

As more sheep were brought into the basin, so came more golden eagles. This particular eagle had a tattered patch of broken feathers near the center of its breast—caused by an encounter with a wolverine. And it was lord of this patch of sky stretching south from the cowtown of Elkhorn and down to a series of ribbony creeks. The eyes of the eagle, glittering hotly brown in their large sockets, were settled on a few sheep that had wandered away from a band of around three hundred. Still, the eagle held high over the basin, the rays of the morning sun shielding it from the one thing it feared— a Basque sheepherder named Iturri. 

The Basque was still hunkered by his campfire, savoring his last cup of coffee. This was the summer of his second year away from Vitoria, a small Basque village in the province of Alava in northern Spain. What made this lonely life bearable for Martin Iturri, were the serrated mountains touching around the basin in an almost circular pattern. And of course, there was the Basque hotel in Elkhorn, which he would not see again until Winter swept in. 

“Angelita,” he murmured, as he brought a straining eye to the eastern fringes of sky to have sunlight pierce into his squint. Half of his mind still held an image of the hotel owner’s comely Basque daughter. Other sheepherders like Iturri held a dream clutched firmly in their thoughts—asking for Angelita’s hand in marriage—a woman still promised to no man. But Iturri knew that she would never marry a sheepherder. Still, it was nice to have such a dream. 

His eyes held skyward, Iturri knew that the eagles would return to have a go at some of his sheep, as would coyotes and other predators. He couldn’t understand why such a craven bird as the eagle was held in such high esteem in this country, for where the coyote killed cleanly, the eagle wounded far more animals than it killed outright. Though grizzly bears were the worst of the lot in that they were like men who’d waste a whole goose just to taste pate de foie gras. A grizzly could slaughter seven or eight ewes in one night just to sup on their udders. 

Iturri used his boots to send loose sand splaying over the dying embers of the fire and was reminded of a story he’d heard in Elkhorn: A golden eagle had come to an untended band of sheep, perched on the back of an older ewe and dined on her rear end while she walked around—and after that one died, it flew over and perched on another. Iturri had already packed the rest of his gear, and now he stowed the empty cup in a saddlebag and climbed aboard his seedy gelding. 

For the last two days, he’d been sleeping in his bedroll, ranging farther and farther from his sheep wagon as dictated by the feeding whims of the sheep. They always went away from the morning sun and would water down around midday. Then they’d drift back away from the afternoon sun. And sheep—be it here or back in his homeland—liked this high and dry country. Moisture was their worst enemy, causing their hooves to grow long and curl at the ends and infesting their bellies with worms. Despite this, they could survive a winter with little more to eat than sagebrush. He’d watched a band of them during the windier days of last summer turn away from a lush pasture of timothy and clover to lunch on the bitter leaves of chokecherry bushes. 

“Sometimes,” he murmured as he gazed ahead at the dog wagging toward him, “they are harder to understand than the lovely Angelita.” 

He let the gelding pick its own walking gait, as it lowered its head to pluck out a clump of prairie grass. The camp tender, according to Iturri’s calculations, would arrive today to move his sheep wagon. Other than that, there’d be no break in the solitude of this day or of his thoughts. Now the sheep began funneling into a lowering draw, which Iturri knew would bring them to more open country. 

As the Basque lowered out of the range of its vision, the golden eagle thrust eastward in a long gliding swoop. Much like the hunting tactics of a cheetah, the eagle kept its eyes boring in on its intended prey, plummeting in an angling dive in which it seemed to skin the tree-stippled slopes of the Bighorns. Its flight pattern brought the eagle passing through another draw and coming in on a few stray sheep, mostly eyes and newborn lambs and yearlings. 

Rapaciously the eagle honed-in on a lamb, fluttering its wings as it descended onto the lamb’s back, and driving its talons deep into the chest cavity. Bleating its fear, the lamb managed to break away, the other sheep scattering out. Now the eagle beat into the sky again and wheeled over to attack a yearling. The eagle realized its talons couldn’t penetrate into the lungs of this bigger animal, and when it attached, it was at the head, striking at the yes in an attempt to puncture the brain. As the yearling staggered away blindly, the eagle rose to soar away. It would return — for the eagle knew both animals would eventually die from their wounds — coming back the following day or week to feast on gourmet bits of brain and head skin. 

When some of the missing sheep began trickling over an elevation into the draw, the Basque went for his sheathed Winchester and spurred the gelding up the shale draw wall. Ducking away from the wide limbs of a juniper, he worked the lever as he caught a fleeting glimpse of the eagle framed in the upper reaches of the draw, pushing up into the Bighorns. 

“Damn,” he muttered savagely. He refrained from firing, mostly because of the hot sun glaring into his eyes and his concern for the killing handiwork of the eagle. 

With the rifle laid across the front of his saddle, Martin spurred the gelding into the adjoining draw and down toward its narrow grassy floor, where some of the sheep had gone back to grazing as if nothing had happened. He rode in on the yearling standing with its head down in confused blindness, licking at its own blood and bleating now at the creaking sound as the Basque swung down from the saddle. A short distance away the lamb stumbled after the ewe. Iturri could hear the air whistling out of holes punched into both sides of the lamb’s chest. There was little he could do other than wait until they died, and it sickened him. Unsheathing his knife, he eased closer to the yearling and quickly slit its throat. Then he caught the lamb, and after killing it, carried the body and that of the yearling through some brush, where he piled rocks over the bodies. At least, he mused angrily, the eagle wouldn’t have its way. 

Going back to his horse, he climbed into the saddle to begin hazing the strays back through a low cut in the draw and toward the main band, with the dog coming to help. Soon the strays were grazing along as if nothing had happened. The Basque picked out a distant plume of dust, checked out the sky again, and settled stoically into another day of solitude. 

“Angelita... she might be married by now...” 
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At first, Samuel Alderson couldn’t be sure—it might be just a turkey vulture lifting out of the high reaches of the Absarokas westerly. Alderson and three other basin ranchers had pulled off the stagecoach road to give their horses a breather. Everyone had swung down to check saddle cinches, and while the others congregated under a shading juniper, Alderson stayed out in the open with his eyes honed skyward. 

He judged it to be around midmorning and about as still as it got in the basin. It was a late June day, and except for a brief cold snap last week, summer had really taken a grip as had sheepmen on a large lot of acreage east of the Bighorn River. Now disturbing rumors had come to ranchers like Alderson that the Varney brothers, the biggest sheep outfit in Idaho, were going to bring sheep across the Bighorn River. At first, the Varneys had run sheep in the Great Divide and Sweetwater basins, and then three years ago they’d expanded their Wyoming operation by coming up here. There had been a few incidents, but so far nobody had gotten killed—but if they brought sheep across the river, Samuel Alderson knew a range war would break out. 

You could read it plan in Alderson’s long weathered face that he’d been through some tough times as a rancher. Even so, he wasn’t an unkindly man—sometimes he would keep a good ‘poke on the payroll rather than let him go to ride the grub line over a long winter. He had a big frame that was thinned out some from hazing broncs so much. His hair was smoked-out with age, like grayish smoke lazing away from a campfire stoked with juniper wood. Though the others were packing sidearms, he’d stowed his old Colts in a saddlebag. As part of their worries was word coming out that Treech Rincon had been released from territorial prison. 

Alderson could make out now it was a golden eagle, but still an eye-squinting distance away and high-flying easterly. “Sheep,” he grunted, “are the reason so many eagles are back in the basin.” 

“Hey, Aldy,” called out rancher Milt Tyman, using Alderson’s old nickname. “This sippin’ whiskey ain’t bad.” 

Turning, he stepped along the length of his bronc, who twisted its head back to sniff at Alderson’s coat pocket. “Nope, mite early for me with that stuff.” 

Another rancher, Carsey Kemmerer, had caught sight of the eagle, too, and he drawled, “Maybe if enough come in they’ll take care of this woolie problem.” 

“Too many of them cleft-footed locusts,” spoke up Tyman, with his eyes going to Lazy C owner Jim Graham. There’d been rancor in his words; Alderson figured that some of it had been brought on by the whiskey Tyman had been drinking. 

By noon they should be pulling into Worland, one of several cowtowns strung along the Bighorn River. Worland fringed on the beginnings of land taken over by sheep-growers, but that was as far as it went, as anyone connected with woollies—the Basque sheepherders and others working for the Varney brothers—stuck to Elkhorn and sometimes Ten Sleep. It was Alderson’s quiet comment that brought them back into the saddle. He was the last to mount up, and when he did, he reined his bronc in alongside Jim Graham’s deep-bellied gray, allowing Kemmerer and Tyman to canter along the rutted road ahead of them. 

The sun was sending out golden sparks through clouds that were forming just above the Bighorns. One look from Jim Graham told him the clouds were dust-dry and they’d disperse before long. He was of equal age with Samuel Alderson, but somewhat smaller and younger looking and a widower. His place down along the Greybull was called the 2-by-2, referred to the pair of daughters and sons raised by the Grahams. Sadness had dampened his spread with the passing of his wife, Callie, going on seven years now. He was like Alderson in many respects—cordially quiet, clannish, with a firm grip on his personal dislikes. After Callie had passed away, he’d built a grotto out near the home buildings, much like the stone cairns erected by Basque sheepherders, and had installed an old church bell in the grotto. Jim Graham had said it was to hold guard over Callie’s grave site. 

But only Samuel Alderson had glimpsed the reasons why neighboring rancher Graham had put up that grotto. The man could not get over the death of his wife, the grief over her passing simply holding in. Once he’d ridden in unexpected-like to find Jim Graham with dark shadows lining his eyes, and he knew without asking that Graham had been shedding a few tears. Before—to Samuel Alderson’s remembrance—whenever Jim Graham walked into a crowded room, and his wife wasn’t there, it was as if the man entered a room empty of people. And now as he rode, envy cropped into Alderson’s mind—for what had been between Jim and Callie was still the purest of all loves. 

“Can’t believe Treech Rincon got an early release from prison—” 

“Maybe he’ll head for other parts,” Jim Graham ventured. 

“No, Treech’ll be back,” Alderson said flatly. “Others testified against Treech, too.” The unspoken part (and this is what Samuel Alderson was worried about) was Treech Rincon’s unveiled threat to gun down Jim Graham and Jim’s oldest son, Marty. It wasn’t just Treech but those cousins of his, the Yardleys, and in Samuel Alderson’s opinion just some ignorant honyockers out of Montana. This bunch and Treech Rincon had ranged freely in the basin, claimin’ to be after wild mustangs, and though they caught some, they rustled a heap more cattle, hazin’ this stolen beef up into Montana. Then Rincon’s luck had run out when they’d hit the Graham ranch, for in a running gunfight Treech Rincon had held back to let the Yardleys make their getaway. A slug in his leg and his horse down, Rincon had no choice but to give up. 

The trail for Treech Rincon had been short and sweet, everyone expecting him to be doing some sky dancing. Rincon’s five-year sentence was still chewed about a lot as being a miscarriage of justice. Nary a word was pried out of Rincon about his cousins, the Yardleys, being his rustling partners, and now after nearly four years that bastard, in Alderson’s opinion, was a free man. 

“At least,” Alderson said, “since Treech has been gone them Yardleys have laid off’a rustling. That hardscrabble place they call a ranch lies just north of Moses Quinta’s 77 spread.” 

“They stole some cattle from Quinta. He has that rep as being a gunfighter—probably why them cowardly Yardleys held off from stealing too many 77 cows. I tell you, Aldy, I figure Rincon is just another blowhard.” 

Chuckling, Alderson said, “Probably sweet-talked the warden into that early release. As I recollect, he never did have much use for Worland as a place to chase the elephant. He outta know if he shows up, other ranchers such as me and Milt and Carsey will back you up.” 

“I know that, Aldy.” 

“What I figure on doin’ is passin’ on an ultimatum to Rincon through the sheriff’s office that he’s no longer welcome in the basin.” 

“Rincon’s damned prideful.” 

‘Man’s pride goes away in a hurry when his rear end is weighed down with 30-06 rifle slugs.” Talking with Jim Grahan about Treech Rincon’s possible return had taken Alderson’s thoughts away from his reason for going to Worland. 

Then where the road curled about a shale hill, he got his first glimpse of the Bighorn River, to fix in on an eagle winging out of a cottonwood. The bird flew over the river and went due east—into sheep country, Alderson mused and much as he wanted to swing around and head for home, a certain loyalty held him headed for Worland showing yonderly. “Well,” he muttered softly, “the good Lord willin’ all of this will blow over.” But deep inside he knew different, and he let a sigh of regret go drifting to his backtrail... for what happened from here on was out of their hands. 
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Seven years was a long time not to pack a gun, but Moses Quinta had no regrets about this or about yoking up in marriage with ranchwoman Celia Farnsworth. Though he’d taken over running her 77 spread, Celia still hung in there sharing the yoke of work and whatever problems cropped up. 

Up here in the basin, folks tended to forget Quinta had been a notorious gunfighter, though once in a while his name would come up in a cowtown saloon—talk that connected him with demised cattle king Charlton Talbot. That early trouble had seen Talbot trying to shove out a lot of small ranchers including the 77 Ranch. Then Quinta had come up in response to a letter sent to him by Celia Farnsworth, to hire out his gun to Celia, but mostly to even the score with Talbot. 

At the moment Moses Quinta and his wife were loping their horses down into the Bighorn floodplain, with Quinta thinking about how he’d gunned down Charlton Talbot up near Sheridan. Folks tended to forget that Talbot had once been Quinta’s partner in crime down in Oklahoma and the Nations, remembering him only as a cattleman gone bad. Maybe, Quinta mused, Talbot’s the lucky one. For there were times when a room got awful quiet when Quinta walked in. It got so that he held out at the ranch more’n he should—that it would be Celia barking at him to hit for Worland or the basin and get in to a poker game, as she couldn’t stand having him underfoot anymore. He drew closer to her loping bronc and reached out and touched her shoulder. 

“I still can’t figure it out...” 

Smiling back at Moses, she said, “When to use that extra fork?” 

“I’m not talking about that wedding supper... but about us...” 

“You mean after Sara gets married?” In her late thirties, Celia Farnsworth had a few threads of gray in the chestnut hair pinned up under her brown hat. She was still a comely woman, with high cheekbones and a few weather lines around her eyes. She brought a gloved hand over and touched Moses’ forearm—a comforting gesture. Wistfully she thought about how, after they’d managed to get her herd over the Bighorns to Sheridan, Quinta had left without saying goodbye. And how she’d tracked him down to Buffalo. The deal Celia Farnsworth struck was that if she won all of Quinta’s money in a high-stakes poker game, they’d be married. “You know, you really folded some good hands back there.” 

He grinned, his teeth a white line against the bronzed planes of his ruggedly handsome face. He was tall, and though packing on a little more weight, it didn’t show all that much. Deliberately he’d left his six-gun at home, the sheathed rifle just a standard part of his saddle rigging. Or, he mused, there was an off-chance of them encountering the Yardleys on their way up to Worland. 

He hadn’t seen hide or hair of that unkempt bunch of rustlers ever since Treech Rincon had been hauled off to territorial prison, even though that strip of land claimed by the Yardleys enjoined the 77. But about a month ago one of Quinta’s ‘pokes had come across Harge Yardly over at Manderson—just a fleeting glimpse of the high rider pushing out of town after his three brothers. There was Dyson and Eli and Jake, all on equal terms when it came to breaking the law. 

What Moses hadn’t divulged to Celia was that a county commissioner came out last week with the news Sheriff Cy Eldridge had suffered another heart attack. It seemed the commissioners had gotten together and decided that if Eldridge wasn’t able to continue on as sheriff, their choice for the job was Moses Quinta. Just until fall elections, he’d been told. 

They rode past an old roping corral gone seedy with weeds growing around the few posts still standing, and a rusted-out mower, the road bending now to have them come in past Spilway’s blacksmith shop hogging the east side of the wider road turning into a street. Now that he was here, Moses got to mulling over just why the commissioners had so magnanimously picked him out for the lofty office of sheriff of Washakie County. And it wasn’t as he’d been duly informed, that none of the deputies were qualified. What they wanted was a man with a reputation to pack that tin star if hostilities broke out between cowmen and sheep growers; and the more he thought on it, the more rankled he got. Here it had taken him seven years to make a lot of folks forget about his checkered past. 

“Something bothering you, Quinta?” 

He sneaked a glance at Celia regarding him through somber eyes and drawled, “You know, don’t you ...” 

“Buck spilled the beans about them wanting you to be sheriff. I dragged it out of him. It isn’t just Cy Eldridge coming down sick, is it?” 

“Nope, I reckon not. I’m no gunhand anymore, Celia. Probably couldn’t bust a knot in a fence post with my Colts.” A deep sigh fluttered away as he added, “Seems my past just won’t go away.” 

“Moses, I just want you to know that this is your decision to make.” 

Nodding, he said, “Anyway, it’ll only be until election time. Got to say, hon, I just don’t cotton to the notion of being sheriff. Medran, Josh Medran—now doggonit, Josh would make do in the job. I reckon that’s what I’ll tell those county commissioners—make Medran sheriff and just let me go back to the ranchin’ business.” 

“Whatever,” she said vaguely. “I’m going over to Beth’s. You know how she is, Moses, you’re either there at noon sharp, or you go hungry.” 

“Yup,” he grunted, as he watched Celia spur her bronc off onto a side street. “Noon sharp—sounds like a warden I knew once. 

“Well, Mr. Quinta, that meeting was like sending a steer yearlin’ out to breed some cows.” 

They stood near the shading wall of the grange hall waiting for some other ranchers to come out, and Moses Quinta smiled back at Alderson adjusting his big-crowned Stetson. The sun was lowering, but it was still hot enough to cause them to seek wall shade or move under cottonwoods growing in a line alongside a lane. Moses and Samuel Alderson weren’t wearing their gunbelts. 

As Alderson had just said, the meeting had turned out to be a shouting match over what to do about the growing number of sheep being brought into the basin. About fifteen ranchers had shown up, and right away Carsey Kemmerer had tried to take charge. Moses knew about Kemmerer owning land east of the Bighorn River, though most of the rancher’s land holdings lay in the central part of the basin. There’d been a wait-and-see attitude until one of the county commissioners had arrived, bearing a telegram sent over from Ten Sleep telling of how that sheep company had hired the Yardleys to help guard its scattered flocks of sheep. 

“You know Kemmerer better’n anyone.” 

“Nope,” snorted Alderson. “I don’t think anyone really knows what makes Kemmerer tick. He’s a man doesn’t do much talkin, an’ kind of ambitious, too.” 

“They’ve more or less made him their leader.” 

“Some of the ranchers have, Moses. Like the office of church secretary—nobody runs for that job. I do know this. There are some dark days in the offering.” 

Out of the meeting hall came Jim Graham and Milt Tyman. The four of them cut under the cottonwoods and up the lawn, heading for the beckoning batwings of a saloon. The cowtown was spread out for quite a ways alongside the river. It was here a lot of ranchers came for their supplies, bypassing some smaller places to do so. Quinta’s intentions were to have a couple of beers, then head over to his stepdaughter’s place for a late supper. Now as he filed into the saloon, he looked about with a long-practiced glance, a habit he hadn’t been able to shake. They came in four abreast to stand at the bar, where Quinta’s double eagle bought the first round. 

Jim Graham said quietly to start the conversation, “Each of us has to make up his own mind about getting involved in this thing.” 

Tyman said, “That choice was taken out of our hands when those sheepmen put the Yardleys on their payroll. Still and all, we’ve got families to think about... an’ runnin’ our spreads...” 

Moses Quinta absorbed this as he stared at his reflection in the back-bar mirror. There was, he realized, just too much animosity between the two factions. Violence of some sort would occur. He didn’t have to get involved, but the cold fact remained—and he knew it—that all of them had to take sides. Not to do so would be like a man standing in a dry creek bed after a cloudburst. In a way, it was a price he had to pay for the respectability he’d earned, and he wondered how it would feel to strap on his guns again. Once one of the Yardleys—he reckoned it had been Harge Yardley—snickered out that he would sure like to square off with that old son’bitchin’ gunhand named Quinta. If that ever happened, Moses knew the other three Yardleys, and maybe Treech Rincon, too, would be at his backside. 

As another glass of beer was slopped before him, and his shot glass refilled, Moses tried to ponder the logic of why anyone would hire on the Yardleys—men hated by ranchers and lawmen alike. They were agents from hell when it came to taking out a lonesome ‘poke checking on a herd of cows. But except for Rincon, they had no big reps as gunhands. 

He glanced at Jim Graham chuckling at a sordid tale being spun out by Aldy Alderson. Moses cocked his ear to what was being said, remembering the threats spouted by Rincon that he would gun down Graham and his sons. 

Milt Tyman said, “Moses, I’ve heard that yarn before. But you, you’re more used to stayin’ at the home place than coming into town.” 

“I was just thinkin’ that at least Treech Rincon’s confined to the territorial prison,” Moses said softly. 

“You haven’t heard? Suppose not, Moses, but Rincon’s out of prison. 

His slate-gray eyes narrowing, Moses blinked away his surprise at the news. Finally, he murmured, “Just doesn’t add up.” 

“You don’t suppose,” Tyman speculated, “these sheepmen had anything to do with it?” 

Through the mirror, Moses saw the batwings being pushed inward, and he turned away from the bar when Deputy Sheriff Josh Medran ambled in and upon spotting Quinta came over. “Howdy, Mr. Alderson, gents. Been looking for you, Mr. Quinta, to tell you... to tell all of you... that Cy Eldridge just passed away.” 

“I knew about that bad heart of his,” Alderson said quietly. “Sorry to hear that, Josh. Reckon I’ll mosey back to my hotel, as it seems the sun’s set.” 

They followed Alderson out onto the boardwalk, where the deputy drew Quinta aside, and Medran said, “Hogan, one of the county commissioners, sent me over. I know about that offer they made you, Mr. Quinta, and I don’t resent it being made. Though they could have at least waited until Cy had died...” 

“Josh, I want you to tell Hogan that I’m—” 

The ear-puncturing sound of a rifle cut away Quinta’s voice. Instinct slapped his right hand down toward his hip as he went into a crouch, and Medran exclaimed in disbelief, “Jim Graham’s been shot!” 

Once he’d cleared the shards of light coming from outlying buildings, the horsemen reined off the road and riverward, where he drew up and held for a moment. He couldn’t chance being spotted, now that he had unleashed the violence. 

He was still displeased over how some of these wimpy-assed ranchers had conducted themselves at the meeting although the ones that counted had come to see things his way. Now, with a final probing gaze uproad toward Worland, he felt it was safe enough to keep his meeting with the man who’d killed Jim Graham. And of course, he’d attend Jim’s funeral, for he expected to be asked to be one of the pallbearers. 

When he came down close to the river, he rode along the narrow strip of sand to where the river widened to form sandbars, out to a small island thick with scrub trees. Here the wet sand clutched at his horse’s hooves, and it splashed through small pools of water and into a small arm of the main river, where prints made by another horse told him the killer had arrived, though he could already feel the eyes of the man taking in his approach. 

On the island, he urged the bronc into the midst of the concealing trees but didn’t bother to dismount. The man who’d been taking his ease on a fallen tree rose, the tailormade he was sucking on brightening as he inhaled to reveal his gaunt face. 

“Like I said, Mr. Kemmerer, that went—” 

“Don’t you ever use my name again!” Kemmerer lashed out. “Here or any other place or so help me—” 

“Easy,” the other man said, as his eyes glinted back just as hotly. 

“So, you did your killing job here. I might have more work for you.” Carsey Kemmerer dipped a hand into his coat pocket, lifted out a small leather pouch, and tossed it to the killer. “I know you’re acquainted with Moses Quinta.” 

“I’d take him out for nothing.” 

“It seems they’ve talked him into taking over as sheriff. This could be a problem. But don’t do anything until I give the word, or—” 

The rancher wheeled his horse around and came out from under the trees. Once he was clear of the river, he headed into Worland. The day had gone well for him. The fact that a neighboring rancher had been murdered by his order was brushed away. Anyway, Graham was too unreliable, he thought. Control... that’s what it all came down to, control of his life and those around him.
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The worst part of the trip for Treech Rincon was heading north through windswept Shirley Basin. There’d been places where the wind had thrown up pebbly sand, but he’d blundered on, sucking on a whiskey bottle and lunging in free air. 

His release from that stone-walled hellhole at Laramie had come as a complete surprise. And good behavior had nothing to do with it. He’d given as good as he’d gotten back there, in bare-knuckle brawls that had seen some get crippled up awful bad. Rincon had gotten a few missing teeth, and more scars; the worst he’d suffered was his left earlobe getting bitten away. But he’d survived, which was all that mattered. 

“Never trust a gent bearing gifts,” Treech Rincon muttered, and the passengers seated facing him in the stagecoach studiously avoided his red-rimmed eyes. He’d gotten on at Casper, with his thoughts on when the iron gates of the territorial prison had slammed shut behind him, and there’d been this suited gent waiting in a carriage to give him a ride into Laramie. 

“Mr. Rincon—” 

Slinging his possibles bag over a scrawny shoulder, he gazed at the man in the carriage. Finally, he spat out, “You a lawman?” 

“I represent the people responsible for securing your release from prison, Mr. Rincon.” 

“The hell you say?” 

“Yes, but this is no place to discuss business.’ 

By rights, Treech Rincon mused, he should have been taken out and hung. But like the judge had said, hanging a no-account bastard like him wasn’t punishment enough. “That judge will sure be upset once he finds out I’ve been sprung. Business, you say... I don’t like doin’ business with some two-bit lawyer...” 

“Harge Yardley said you’d be owly as hell about this.” 

“Harge in on this?” 

“Get in the carriage and find out, Mr. Rincon.” 

Treech Rincon discovered that the people who had secured his release from prison wanted him back in the Bighorn Basin. When he’d left Laramie, it had been aboard a horse, which he’d sold in Casper. For a week he’d boozed it up around town, putting a big crimp in the two hundred dollars he’d received from that lawyer. Still mean drunk, Rincon had taken the stage out, and now the southern end of the Bighorns and the Bridgers framed into his line of vision. It was around one o’clock on the clear blustery afternoon, and a day and some four hours later Treech Rincon was grazing moodily out a side window at a creek beyond which rose the lower elevations of Cloud Peak in the Bighorns. 

He was still in a drunken haze, having slopped it up at every stage station along the way an in Big Trails and Ten Sleep, too. He didn’t know what he was getting into, and it didn’t matter a tinker’s damn to Rincon as long as his cousins, the Yardleys, were involved in it. In Casper, he’d paid considerable for a matched set of .44 rimfire Colts fit into holsters, and a gunbelt checked with fancy scrollwork—though before he’d gotten by with only one gun. 

“‘Pears we’re almost at Elkhorn.” 

Rincon didn’t respond to the carpetbagger leaning to peer out of a window, as all he wanted to do was vacate the stagecoach and head to the closest place serving beer. If Harge and the rest were here, all the better. When some buildings flashed by the rolling coach, he reached up and pulled the brown Stetson down over his forehead. In the dark blue cotton shirt and Levi’s, he appeared to be just another cowpuncher in reach of a ridin’ job. That is, until you honed-in on Treech Rincon’s moody gray eyes, narrowed pitted face, and missing earlobe. Then you knew trouble had come to Elkhorn. 

Main Street was about as Rincon had anticipated— a wide patch of ground lined by false-fronted buildings and shadows elongated easterly as the sun was settling in behind the Absarokas. Like a half-blood Sioux he’d pulled some jobs with, Rincon didn’t know if it was Monday or going on Friday. His whiskey-reddened eyes picked out a barmaid framed in the open door of an upstreet saloon, and he swung open the stagecoach door. The pointed toes of his high-heeled boots thudded onto the hard, dusty street. He swung about and called up to the shotgun clambering onto the coach roof, “That new saddle is mine an’ them saddlebags wrapped around that Yellow Belly...” 

“Ain’t I seen you a’fore...?” 

“Probably have,” Rincon admitted as the saddle was handed down to him. Then hefting his saddlebags, he peeled onto the boardwalk to come out of the shadow of the Gallagan Hotel. Sullenly he took in what was happening along the street before it dawned on him that he didn’t have to be dodging twilight shadows at least for a while, as he’d been given a conditional release from prison. Breaking into an off-key whistling rendition of Buffalo Gal, he went into the Ornery Bull Saloon. 

Had not Treech Rincon’s been dulled by corn whiskey, he would have noticed there was more to Elkhorn than the one long forlorn street. He’d have seen other businesses on side streets: the new log building going up where town and ranch children would attend school, the houses of worship—Faith Baptist and St. Thomas Catholic Church—and the town hall farther to the east. And the other hotel, the Navarre, which was run by a Basque named Arnaud. But most important to hard case Treech Rincon was the stone building splashed with white stucco a block west of the saloon where he’d sought refuge, and in which the Varney Brothers ran their growing sheep operation in the Bighorn Basin. 

While in the saloon all Rincon had eyes for was one of the barmaids—along with slopping down three quick steins of cold foamy beer and matching glasses of rotgut whiskey. While she—she’d told him her name was Shirley—quickly gauged that here was her windfall for the month. She wore a clever pink gusseted dress which concealed a lot of lumpy places, cut low a’purpose to expose her ample breasts but with a low-ankled hemline as though to show she had some traces of modesty left. As Rincon’s hungry eyes raked over her fleshy attributes, she’d quickly been matching him drink for drink. Shirley’s female instincts told her this uncouth ‘poke hadn’t sampled a woman’s favors for a heap of Sundays. 

Now Rincon’s braggin’ words filled in what she’d suspected. Pulling the barmaid close, he blurted, “As Billy the Kid is my witness, you smell damn good.” 

“Why, mister, you an owlhooter, too...” 

“That Kid can’t hold a candle to Treech Rincon.” 

“That so?” she giggled. 

With one arm around Shirley’s rounded shoulder, Treech Rincon, a boot planted possessively on the bar rail, allowed a grin to circulate amongst the tables. Farther back, an old-time cowhand was nursing his drink at a table, and he sat merged with the back shadows, doubtful that the braggart at the bar could even see him. By name, he was Chesty Moore, in his seventies and still clear of mine but stoved up a lot from too many years spent saddle-bound. 

He wasn’t a man to draw attention to himself. Though prideful he could claim if he had a mind to, that he’d help settle the basin. Troubling Moore at the moment wasn’t so much that he’d recognized Treech Rincon, but what Rincon’s presence back in the basin meant. “This sheep outfit... hiring on those Yardley brothers. They were just as guilty as Rincon,” he muttered. 

Up at the bar, Rincon had established what he wanted with the barmaid and now pushed her toward the staircase, leaving behind all of his worldly possessions. Those at the tables took a short break to watch the barmaid bulldogging her present customer upstairs, a sight they’d witnessed many times before. 

Rincon dropped the whiskey bottle on the stairs, and solemnly someone intoned, “A damned waste.” 

As everyone tucked in to what they were doing before, a man detached himself from the bar and ambled over to where Rincon had piled his belongings on a bench nestled in under one of the front windows. The only one it seemed observing this was the former cowhand Chesty Moore. Moore was about to leave anyway and head halfheartedly back to his rooming house, but he refrained from sipping down the last of his whiskey. He took in the man—just some drifter judging from what he wore—reaching a covert hand in to wrap it around the long stock of the Winchester rifle. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
@ A PALEHORSE PUBLICATION

51’53 MER'EUDERS






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





