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The Home of Great Western
Fiction!


There were some strange
goings-on in Roberts County, New Mexico, where it bordered the
brooding Wapiti Hills. Men had been disappearing without trace and all
attempts to find them had failed.

When Mark Counter disappeared, the Rio
Hondo gun wizard, Dusty Fog, and the Ysabel Kid went looking for
him. Mark was their friend and they aimed to find him, even if it
meant taking on the whole of Roberts County—it would be just too
bad for anyone who tried to stand in their way.
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Publisher’s Note:

As with other books in this
series, the author uses characters’ native dialect to bring that person to
life. Whether they speak French, Irish, American English or English
itself, he uses vernacular language to impart this.

Therefore when Scottish
characters use words such as “richt” instead of “right”; “laird”
for “lord”; “oopstairs” for “upstairs”; “haim” for “home”; “ain” for
“own”; “gude sores” for “good sirs” and “wha” for who” plus many
other phrases, please bear in mind that these are not spelling/OCR
mistakes.


Chapter One – A Cougar As Big As a Burro

 


FEW IF ANY of the crowd in the Silvertip
Saloon paid any attention to the drumming hooves of a horse
approaching rapidly along the main street of Robertstown, New
Mexico. Any cowhand who found himself delayed while coming into
town, to spend in a night most of the wages received for a month’s
hard work, tended to try and make up the lost time. However, the
leathery old timer who burst through the saloon’s batwing doors
showed more than the usual eagerness to reach the bar. Crossing the
room hurriedly, he halted close by where the bartender served a
couple of customers.

“Gimme a drink,
pronto, dammit!” he ordered. Then he turned to the two men on his
side of the bar, breathing lustily in their direction. “Can ye
smell any likker on her?” he demanded, eyes glinting a mite wildly
and normally expressionless face showing more expression than the
bartender could ever remember seeing.

If either of the customers took
exception to the old timer’s action, they did not show it. Sniffing the air
like a redbone hound searching for a coon’s line, the taller of the
pair finally shook his head.

“Can’t say as I can.”

“You’re sure?” asked the old
timer, ignoring the brink-full glass of whiskey slid his way by the
bartender.

“Lon’s got a nose like a
bluetick trail hound, friend,” drawled the smaller man. “Looks a
mite the same way, too.”

“Which last part’s a lie,
Dusty,” stated the taller man and then went on to reassure the old
timer further. “Happen there was anything to smell, I’d smell
it.”

Apparently the proof of the old
cowhand’s
sobriety disturbed him. Shoving back his hat, he ran a hand through
his thatch of white hair.

“Then I saw it!” he groaned,
scooping up the glass and tossing the whiskey down his throat in a
single gulp. “Let’s have another one, Bo.”

The two young men turned back
to the bar and reached for their beer glasses. Before they could do
more than
sip at the cold, golden brown liquid, the old man brought his
attention back to them. Eyeing them in a distraught manner, he
shook his head and rat-holed the second drink offered by the
bartender.

“If I wasn’t drunk, I saw it,”
he told them, darting wild glances about the room as if in search
of corroboration for his words. “Which same I’d rather be drunk and
not’ve seen it.”

Then the full impact of what he
had done struck him. Any man who went around deliberately breathing
into strangers’ faces, no matter how well intentioned his motives, asked
for trouble in sizeable chunks. He studied his bar-side neighbors
with interest, and not a little concern.

Maybe some folks, especially if
not reared in the West, would have thought that the old timer had
little to
fear from either man’s objections to his actions. Having been born
and raised in cattle country, old Gaff Whittaker could read the
signs and go beyond the externals to see what lay beneath. His
scrutiny of the two young men told him that he might count himself
lucky that they did not protest at his undue
familiarity.

On the surface, the taller man
stood maybe six feet in height and with a lean wiry frame. Man might be an
exaggeration, for his handsome, almost babyishly innocent features
made him look no more than sixteen at most. Tanned Indian-dark, the
face appeared young, almost naive—until one noticed those red-hazel
eyes. Being a shrewd observer, when not under stress, Gaff saw the
eyes first. Reading the cold, latent savagery in the eyes, he did
not regard the face as young; it might be in years, but not in
practical experience. The young man wore range clothes, yet did not
strike Gaff as being a cowhand. Fact being, he did not give signs
of following any specific trade. Every item of clothing from hat to
boots, including the gunbelt, was black. Butt forward at his right
side, hung a walnut-handled Colt Dragoon revolver, balanced by an
ivory-handled James Black bowie knife at his left. To be wearing
one of the old over-heavy Dragoon revolvers in the mid 1870’s
usually pointed to lack of enterprise in being unable to purchase a
more modern weapon. Everything about the Indian-dark young man told
Gaff that did not apply in his case. While the young man might
appear innocent and inexperienced on the surface, Gaff saw through
the exterior and knew that he had been very fortunate that the
other did not take offence at being breathed on.

The second man hardly rated a
second glance, taken on externals. Like his companion, he wore
Texas style cowhand clothing of good quality. However he gave the
impression that the clothes must be cast-offs—yet they fitted him
well enough to have been made for him. Some folks might have seen no more
than a small, insignificant Texas cowhand, but not Gaff. He saw
dusty blond hair beneath the pushed-back, expensive J. B. Stetson
hat; a tanned, handsome face that had strength of will,
intelligence, power of command and a sense of humor etched on it.
That was a man’s face—a big man’s face at that. Under the cowhand clothes was
a powerful frame, happen one looked careful, hinting at strength
beyond the mere five feet six of height. Around the Texan’s waist
hung a well-made gunbelt, matched white handled Colt Civilian Model
Peacemakers riding butt forward in fast-draw holsters. If the
wearer could use that gunbelt to its full potential, Gaff figured
himself to be more than lucky the Texan did not object to having
breath puffed into his face.

“Say, I’m right sorry, gents,”
Gaff apologized. “I shouldn’t have come up like I did.”

“You’d likely got real good
reason for doing it,” said the small man, his voice an easy, lazy
Texas drawl.

“You might say that,” Gaff
agreed fervently, “after what I saw—or what I hope I didn’t
see.”

“Sounds kinda scary,” grinned
the dark youngster, looking even younger than ever. “It’s a good
thing that Mark’s not here yet, Dusty. He’d like to pee his pants
all night if this gent’s been seeing ha’nts.” i

“It warn’t ha’nts I saw!”
protested Gaff. “Fact being, I ain’t certain sure I saw nothing,
drunk or sober.”

“You got me all interested,
Gaff,” the bartender put in. “Tell us what you saw so’s we can
decide whether you saw it or not.”

Knowing the old timer, the
bartender felt considerably surprised. Normally Gaff was the most
laconic and unemotional of men, having over the years faced every
disaster.
Stampedes, drought, storm, flood, range fire had all assailed him
at one time or another without causing him more than a momentary
concern. Only an incident of unprecedented magnitude could make the
old timer act so perturbed.

If it came to a point, way
things stood in Roberts County, only something of a most serious
nature would bring Gaff into town on this particular evening. Before the
bartender could continue with his last line of thought and realize
its full implications, Gaff spoke again.

“You sure you want to hear about
it?”

“If it’s something fit to tell
afore clean-living visitors to our fair city,” assented the
bartender and grinned to show the Texans—notoriously touchy when
out of their home State—that he meant no offence.

“Go right ahead,” agreed the
small man called Dusty. “I can always hold Lon’s hand while we walk
back to the hotel happen it’s too scary.”

“Bet you would anyways,” put in
a voice from along the bar.

Slowly the Texans turned their
heads to look at the speaker. A bunch of cowhands gathered in the
background and had been listening to the conversation. While four
of the six seemed bent only on enjoying pay-day, the other two
spelled trouble; or the Texans had never seen it. Both were tall,
well-built and dressed in cheap versions of the latest cowhand
fashion. Sullenly handsome, the speaker had a cocky self-assurance
and truculence in his bearing; and possessed a local reputation as
a hard-case and something of a bully. The second had much the same
reputation, without attempting to surpass his companion.

“Leave off, Wally,” said one of
the bunch. “You know what the boss said.”

“I forgot the Rafter Bar was
in,” grunted Gaff and turned his attention back to the Texans as if
he had said all that needed saying in the matter.

“You was going to tell us what
you saw, or didn’t see,” the bartender went on hurriedly, for he
too had read the two Texans’ potential correctly and wanted no
trouble in his place. “Reckon these gents are like me, want to hear
about it.”

“Reckon we do,” drawled Dusty,
swinging around to put his back to the Rafter Bar hands.

“Tell ahead,” drawled Lon,
resting his elbows on the bar top and standing so he could watch
the cowhands’ actions reflected in the bar mirror.

The two hard-cases seemed to be
taking notice of their companion’s warning, for they swung back to the bar
and resumed their drinking. However silence dropped over the group
and, without giving a sign of it, they clearly listened to the
conversation of Gaff’s party.

“You know anything about
cougars?” asked Gaff soberly.

“They’ve got four legs sticking
down, one to a corner, at the bottom; a long tail and claws,” Lon
described profoundly.

“Look sort of like a house-cat
only different,” further explained his companion, sensing that they
might be victims of some local joke.

“Ever seen one?” asked
Gaff.

“A house-cat?” asked
Dusty.

“Naw! A cougar.”

“Well now, I reckon I can say
‘yes’ to that.”

“A big ’n’?”

“He was a Texas cougar, friend,” Lon said. “They
don’t come no bigger than that.”

Along the bar, Wally Bratley,
the handsome hard-case, let out a disbelieving snort of laughter; but he
stood fast. Like the bartender, he knew Gaff and wondered that the
old timer would come to town on a night when sure to find the
Rafter Bar crew present in force.

“You got cougar in Texas as big
as a burro?” inquired Gaff.

“Now me,” Dusty replied
cautiously, still suspecting a joke, “I’d say that depends on how
big a burro you had in mind.”

“I’ve seen some mighty small
burros and some real big ’n’s,” Lon went on.

“Look, gents,” groaned Gaff.
“I’m needing advice.”

“Which same you couldn’t’ve come
to a worse place to get it, if I do say so myself,” drawled
Lon.

“What’s up, friend?” asked
Dusty, but his attitude had changed slightly.

Watching the old timer, Dusty
felt less certain that they might be in the process of
being set up for
some local joke tried on newcomers as a prelude to stinging them
for a round of drinks. He read a deeper concern on Gaff’s face than
could have been put there by acting.

“It happened this way,” Gaff
said, sensing a sympathetic ear. “I was riding our west line not
far out of town. Well, I comes out on top of a rim and down below
there’s a small bunch of cattle grazing. I figured on going to look
them over and chase any strays back off our graze—” He threw a
defiant glare at the Rafter Bar men, but they made no comment so he
continued. “There’s a steep bank near the cattle and all of a
sudden this damned great cougar jumps off it, lands on a cow and
bowls her over—”

“How big’re the cows up this
way?” interrupted Lon, still thinking it might be a joke of some
kind.

“Don’t start that again,”
ordered Dusty.

Strange as it might seem, that
dangerous-looking Indian-dark young man did not appear to object to the
small, insignificant cowhand addressing him in a commanding manner;
although Lon did not seem to be the kind to accept orders
easily.

For all his acceptance of his
companion’s
order, Lon felt puzzled. Despite his apparent lack of years, Lon
knew a thing or two about mountain lions. Even an exceptionally
large Texas cougar only rarely topped the two hundred pound mark
and the Sierra Madre variety of puma found in New Mexico was
smaller still. True even the Sierra Madre cougar possessed, fine
killing equipment, but it lacked the size and weight to knock a
full-grown range steer off its feet when springing down from a
bank.

“Best tell us about it,” the
dark youngster drawled. “Have a drink first.”

“Not just now thanks,” Gaff
answered, “but you can mark it up for me, Bo.”

“I’ll do that,” the bartender replied, his
curiosity aroused by the story. The sight of a cougar making its
kill should not have so much effect on the hard-bitten old timer.
“What happened then?”

“Well, I tell you, I just sat my
hoss there and stared. I’ve never seen a cougar that big afore.
Anyways, I figures that a .44/40 bullet ought to chill its milk a
mite and reaches for my Winchester. Then dog-my-cats if that cougar
doesn’t lay hold of the cow’s neck and start to haul it off towards
the cutbank wall.”

“I’ve heard that a cougar’ll
drag off its kill,” Dusty commented.

“Sure,” agreed Gaff. “A
pronghorn, or a whitetail deer. But this was a full-growed range
cow that’d been well-fed.”

“Must have been a tolerable
strong cougar,” drawled Lon, still unsure whether he might be
falling for a hoary old local joke.

“You haven’t heard it all yet,”
Gaff stated.

“There’s more?” smiled
Dusty.

“That’s what I’m not sure
about,” admitted Gaff.

“Why not tell us and see if
we’re sure?” Lon inquired.

“Anyways, I got to figuring that
a cougar that big ’n’ strong’d be better off as a rug on the
bunkhouse floor. So I get out my rifle and gets set to take him
when he stops by the wall. Which same I didn’t go for taking him on
the move. Only he doesn’t stop there. Now that cutbank’s maybe
twelve foot high and, so-help-me-Joe, that there cat jumped clear
up it with the cow on its back.”

Silence followed the words.
Dusty threw a glance at the bartender, but saw no sign that he
expected such an end to the story.

“He took the cow up that bank
with him?” asked Lon.

“That’s just what he did,”
agreed Gaff. “Which, afore you tell me, is damned impossible. Only
I saw it happen. That cougar seemed to slide itself under the cow
and then jumped. Clawed a mite on top and hauled it and the cow
plumb over.”

Once again silence greeted the
end of Gaff’s words. If the story should be a joke, it fell mighty
flat. Yet the two Texans could not see how the story was anything
other than a joke as they analyzed the words. While a cougar could
easily leap up a twelve-foot, and higher, cutbank, taking the
carcass of a full grown cow up at the same time seemed mighty
improbable to say the least.

“You don’t want to believe a
word he says, do you, Laslo?” warned Bratley, turning from his
companions.

“Sure don’t,” agreed the second
hard-case. “Them Bradded Box bunch see things all the
time.”

“Things that don’t exist,”
Bratley went on.

“Such as?” bristled
Gaff.

“Such as the Bradded Box being
on beef they butcher, even when it’s not there at all.”

“You saying that we’ve been
slow-elking Bratley?” growled Gaff.

While a bully and
trouble-causer, Bratley possessed a fair streak of caution. His
boss gave certain orders before the ranch crew came into town and
Tom Brinded did not speak idly. So Bratley wanted it to appear that Gaff
started any trouble that might come about. Only by making the
Bradded Box man appear the aggressor could he be sure of his
party’s support. He had never seen the Texans around with the
Bradded Box crew, but they might be newly hired; or, even if
strangers, could side up with Gaff in the event of a
fight.

“Naw, I’m not saying that,” he
answered. “Maybe that big cougar’s been taking our
stock.”

“And maybe it took young Billy
Winson when he was riding your line,” Laslo continued, glaring at
Gaff. “Or grabbed off Wart Geary.”

“Yeah?” spat out Gaff. “And what
about Fritz Dieter from our spread. He took out one morning and
never come back.”

“Likely he couldn’t take working
for a rat-hole outfit like the Bradded Box no more,” suggested
Bratley.

“Or it could be that he saw
something he shouldn’t and got left for wolf-bait,” Gaff snarled,
pride in his outfit over-riding his caution.

At that moment Gaff
realized that,
being so perturbed at what he saw on the range, he made the mistake
of coming to town on the night that the Rafter Bar crew received
their pay. At one time all the local ranches paid out on the same
day and their crews swarmed into Robertstown for a celebration.
Recently events changed the state of peaceable, friendly rivalry
between the spreads, suspicion ran rife and bad trouble hovered
ever in the background. To avert trouble, the town marshal called
in the ranch owners and demanded that they paid out on different
days, the remaining crews staying clear of Robertstown and allowing
the cowhands of the spread which gave out the wages a clear
run.

Such had been the shock Gaff
received that he forgot the ruling and headed for town as being
nearer than his ranch. He had wanted confirmation that he had not imagined the
incident, or have it caused by consumption of whiskey in a hurry.
Instead it looked like he had found trouble. Bratley and Laslo
would not let his gray hair or advancing years prevent them from
jumping him as a member of a rival outfit. Being a stubborn cuss,
with his fair quota of loyalty to his brand, Gaff refused to even
consider the possibility of flight to avoid trouble.

“Take it easy, Brat,” the
bartender put in. “We don’t want any fuss.”

“And won’t have any,” promised
Bratley, failing to sound sincere. “I just thought this pair of
drifters didn’t know what sort of company they’re
keeping.”

“It’s been all right up to now,”
Dusty said quietly.

“And what’s that mean?” demanded
Bratley.

“Try figuring it out for
yourself,” drawled the small Texan.

Possessing something of a
reputation for salty toughness around Robertstown, Bratley had
become used to receiving more deference than the short-grown
newcomer showed him. Most men, including several of more imposing
appearance
than the Texan, watched how they spoke and acted in Bratley’s
presence; the more so when he stood backed by Laslo and with four
more of the Rafter Bar crew in the close vicinity.

“You pair are maybe working for
the Bradded Box?” Bratley asked, knowing an affirmative answer
would unite his party against the Texans should it become
necessary.

“Can’t say that we are,” Dusty
replied.

“Way I remember it,” Lon
continued. “I work for Dusty here and he never said as how we’d
changed bosses.”

“We haven’t, Lon,” Dusty said.
“If that answers this hombre’s question.”

“All right, so you don’t work
hereabouts,” Bratley growled. “So when I tell you, friendly-like,
you’re in bad company, I allow that you ought to be friendly and
get out of it.”

“Way I see it,
hombre,”
Dusty told the
bulky cowhand. “You forced the company on to us.”

“Which same, happen you look
down,” drawled Lon, eyeing Bratley sardonically, “you can see the
answer to it.”

“Huh?” grunted Bratley, glancing
at the floor. Seeing his feet he caught the dark youngster’s point.
“Why—”

At which point he became
painfully aware of a change in the two Texans. No longer did they
lounge at the bar. Gr rather although they still lounged, there was
a subtle difference in the way they did it; a relaxed readiness that gave a
warning to anyone smart enough to read the signs.

Bratley could read and understand what he
saw. He did not like it.

“Looks like the Bradded Box’s
took to hiring its fighting done,” he said.

“That’d be their way,” Laslo
agreed, eyeing the small Texan’s gunbelt. “They reckon we won’t
stack against hired guns.”

“And they reckon right,” Bratley
went on, starting to turn away from the two Texans as if backing
down.

All in all it was a creditable
performance and one which, when used before, lulled an intended victim into a
sense of false security. Only one thing spoiled the play. On the
last occasion Bratley acted in such a manner, Gaff had been present
and saw what followed.

“Look out, Texas!” the old timer
yelled and lunged forward.

Pivoting around in a
continuation of his turn, Bratley hurled a blow at the small
Texan’s head
and caught Gaff full in the mouth as the old timer came between
them.


Chapter Two – I’ve Enough Troubles Without You
Two

 


IN ACCORDANCE WITH their usual practice
at such times, Laslo had moved around so as to put their
prospective victim between them. He made the move while Bratley
spoke in such a casual-appearing manner that one might have
forgiven the small Texan for failing to notice the
danger.

Even as the old timer shot
aside under the propelling force of Bratley’s blow, Dusty lunged forward. He
closed with Bratley before the other recovered from the surprise of
Gaff’s action and ripped a left fist solidly into the big cowhand’s
belly. Breath whoofed out of Bratley’s lungs and he felt a similar
sensation to once when the cook’s chuckwagon mule kicked him in the
stomach. Jackknifing over, he went back a couple of
paces.

Laslo acted without thinking,
following the routine he and Bratley perfected for such an occasion. Jumping
forward, his big hands reached out ready to lay hold of the Texan
when Bratley’s fist struck home. Unfortunately for the plan,
Bratley failed to do his part—and it seemed that Dusty did not fail
to notice Laslo’s movements.

Bending forward and twisting
his body so that Laslo’s hands missed him, Dusty balanced on one leg,
driving the other in a kick to his second attacker’s solar plexus.
Letting out a croak, Laslo folded over. Like a flash Dusty turned
to face the man, catching him by the right wrist and shoulder.
Then, with a surging heave, Dusty turned and hurled Laslo forward,
full into Bratley. Up rose the small Texan’s right foot, placing
its sole against Laslo’s rump and shoving hard. Already off
balance, the two men reeled backwards and went down in a
tangle.

Seeing the pride of the Rafter
Bar—using the term loosely, for in more peaceable days the two
men’s
trouble-causing had been an embarrassment rather than an asset—go
down, the rest the party began to move forward. Lon thrust himself
from the bar, blocking their way. Legs apart, hand turned palm
outwards, fingers slightly crooked ready to close on the walnut
handle of the old Dragoon, the tall young Texan stood exuding a
deadly menace. No longer did his face look young and innocent. Now
it held the cold, slit-eyed savagery of a scalp-hunting
Indian.

“I promised my mammy I’d never
do no fist-fighting,” he warned the Rafter Bar boys, his voice the
deep-throated grunt of a Comanche Dog Soldier. “Which same I don’t
reckon on breaking my word. Likewise you’re staying out of it,
too.” Although Lon did not mention an alternative to his
suggestion, the cowhands knew of one. Should they take cards, it
must be with guns and on a permanent basis; that Indian-dark
Texan’s attitude made it plain. While all the four local hands wore
guns, they did not class themselves as gun-fighters. Given a
chance, they would have cut in with their bare hands to avenge
their ranch’s honor. Lon stopped that chance and the quartet
hesitated before taking the ultimate step of gunplay. In the days
before the mysterious disappearance mentioned by Bratley and Gaff
the Rafter Bar hands spent many a merry evening with the Bradded
Box’s crew. So far the trouble between the ranches had not come to
anything more than name calling and mean-mouthing. The four young
men did not wish to take it to shooting.

Snarling with rage, Bratley
rolled the winded Laslo from him and lurched to his feet. His eyes
came to rest
on the small Texan and he let out a bellow of rage, lowered his
head and charged at the other in a rush that ought to flatten him
like a stomped-on flap-jack.

Even as Bratley reached him,
Dusty fell backwards. The bigger man’s hands missed and he felt the Texan grip
his shirt then ram a foot into his mid-section. Just what happened
next Bratley could never quite figure out. He felt himself falling
forward, his head going down while the foot in his middle thrust
his body upwards. The room seemed to spin around before Bratley’s
eyes, then he crashed down flat on his back upon the floor.
Although used to falling, Bratley had no chance to lessen the
impact and his landing jarred breath and cohesive thought from his
head.

Dusty rolled on to his
shoulders after flipping Bratley through the air and bounced to his
feet ready to meet Laslo. However the second man showed caution—or
acted in a real stupid manner, depending on how one looked at it.
Having seen what happened to Bratley, Laslo discarded his original idea of
launching a fist attack on the Texan. Instead he reached for his
gun and Gaff saved his life. Whipping up a chair, Gaff smashed it
across Laslo’s shoulders. Wood splintered and the man shot forward.
Dusty met the uncontrolled rush, his left fist driving across to
meet the man’s jaw with a solid click. Instead of being shot, as
might have happened had he drawn his gun, Laslo pitched sideways
and crashed to the floor.

At that moment the batwing
doors opened and Tom Brinded, owner of the Rafter Bar, entered. Taking
one glance at the situation, the tall, burly rancher reached for
the Colt holstered at his side.

In a move so fast that the eye
could barely follow it, Dusty’s right hand crossed his body to draw the Colt
from his left holster. Steel rasped on leather, merging with the
click as the Colt’s hammer rode back under the Texan’s thumb even
as the four and three-quarter inch barrel of the Peacemaker cleared
the holster. Yet even at such speed the Texan’s forefinger did not
enter the trigger guard, nor the gun reach full cock, until the
barrel lined away from him. Many men found difficulty halting their
gun in the desired position when using the cross draw, but the Colt
stopped moving and rock-steady, ready for use.

Brinded froze, fingers still not touching
the butt of his gun and eyes glued on the barrel of the Texan’s
Colt as it aimed at his favorite belly. A cold, sick anger bit into
Tom Brinded. It seemed that Dale Vivian of the Bradded Box had so
far forgotten their old friendship as to import hired guns. If that
blond cuss let his Colt’s hammer fall, no jury would convict him as
he drew in what would pass as self-defense.

“You this pair of yahoos’ boss?”
asked Dusty.

“Sure,” Brinded replied, his
voice brittle.

“Then call ’em, and the others,
off afore somebody gets hurt real bad.”

Considering that Bratley lay
writhing and groaning in a heart-rending manner, while Laslo
sprawled on the
floor with his body jerking mindlessly, Brinded wondered how much
worse the Texan regarded as real bad. However the rancher stood
still and made no hostile moves. Such lightning fast drawing of a
gun was the exception rather than the rule and a man did not take
time to perfect it unless he also burned enough powder to be able
place his bullets where they would do most good once the draw
ended. Being unable to do anything, Brinded sensibly did it. He
realized that the Texan could have shot him and did not, so doubted
if a bullet would come unless he gave cause for it.

“Are you pair hired for the
Bradded Box?” he growled, then saw Gaff’s face.

Blood ran from the old
timer’s
mouth corner and Brinded could guess at who caused it. However he
owed his men something in return for the loyalty they gave him and
wanted to avoid facing the unpalatable fact that most like Bratley
or Laslo began the trouble. His question to the small Texan was in
the nature of an excuse for his own crew’s actions.

“Like we tried to explain to
your hired men,” Dusty replied, “we’re not working for anybody
hereabouts.”

“Then why’d you jump my
boys?”

Some folks might have called
that a mighty peculiar question, comparing Dusty against the size
and bulk of the two Rafter Bar cowhands; but in some strange way he seemed
to have put on height and heft until he gave the impression of
being the biggest man in the room. Certainly Brinded did not
consider his question incongruous when faced with the evidence that
met his eyes on entering the saloon.

“There’s some’d say your boys
jumped me,” Dusty countered and his Colt returned to leather with
the same flickering speed.

Which, as Brinded well knew,
meant that nothing had changed. Sure the Colt had been replaced in
its holster, but it could easily be fetched out again; and if the need arose,
Brinded doubted if it would remain unfired a second time. Before
the rancher could decide on his next course of action, the matter
was taken from his hands completely.

Stepping cautiously, Town
Marshal
Garve Green entered the room. With the instinctive second sense
gained wearing a law badge in more than one town, Green had headed
for his office the moment he received word of Gaff’s arrival in the
Silvertip Saloon. After collecting a ten-gauge, twin-barreled
pacifier from the rack on his office wall, the marshal headed for
the saloon. From what he saw while approaching the batwing doors,
the shotgun and his presence might be necessary.

“Looks like there’s been some
fuss,” Green commented.

“I kept my boys out of town when
the Bradded Box paid off last week,” Brinded pointed out,
determined to support his crew and keep them out of
trouble.
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