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Hardy Rigden had been run out of
Texas, now he was setting up his Cattle Association empire in the north. He was
tough and mean. Tom Holley found that out to his cost when he was
lynched as a rustler—all on Rigden’s say so. The sheriff knew who
did it, so did Rem McAllister but they couldn’t prove it …
yet.

The war with the rustlers was
about to
erupt. McAllister once again found himself fighting for the little
man against the Association. But not before he took a severe
beating from Rigden’s men. Like a pistol drawn from a well-greased
holster, he found it easy to slip into his ways from the old days.
And that meant blood and bullets …
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Chapter One

 


THE NIGHT WAS
calm and cold.
There was no moon but there was a cloudless sky that was full of
bright stars. The three men going slowly along the trail could see
where they were going.

They were not tense, but they were excited
as such men usually were when there was violence in the offing.

“How far?” Willy Toff asked,
turning in the saddle. “Can’t be far now?” He was the most eager of
the three because he was the youngest and he had not been on such
an expedition before. He kept thinking of the rope hanging from the
right of his saddle and how within the hour the noose of it could
be around the neck of a living man and strangling the life from
him.

Charlie Strange said:
“It ain’t far.” He
was a dour man and nobody knew what he thought. He kept himself to
himself and had no friends. He was hired to be here, so here he
was. He would do this job without feeling as he did all the
others.

The rear was brought up by
Church, really their leader, for he was a range detective employed
by the Hume Land and Cattle Company. Some said that he worked for
the Cattlemen’s Association. Whoever he worked for, everybody knew that
he was a man best left alone. He had brought his reputation north
with him from Arizona where he had scouted against Geronimo,
showing great bravery, and where in one town or another he was said
to have shot at least three men to death.

“Hold it,” he called now with a
slight sound of urgency in his voice.

“What?” Willy called.

“Pull off the trail. Somebody
comin’.”

They all halted and listened and heard the
rider coming toward them from the north.

“Who the hell?” Willy
wondered.

They walked their horses off
the trail
and Church said: “With luck it could be him. Anything not to have
to mess with his wife and kids.”

One of their horses whinnied
and the animal coming along the trail gave an answering call.
Church swore softly. The hoofbeats came nearer. Church opened his
sheepskin coat so that his hand could reach the butt of his gun. As
the oncoming rider loomed through the starlight, he urged his horse
forward to meet him. Church sang out: “Who’s this?”

The rider came on, unsuspicious.

“Tom Holley,” he called back.
“Who’s this?”

“Church.”

The name stopped Holley as if
he had ridden into a brick wall. “What do you want?”

“We want you.”

Strange and Toff walked their horses out of
the brush into the starlight. Holley showed a little alarm and
moved so suddenly in the saddle that his horse started acting
up.

“Me? What do you want with me?”
There was alarm in the man’s voice. He knew them, he knew who they
worked for and he knew the threats that had been made. He knew that
Toff and Strange worked for Hardy Rigden. He recognized them in the
dim light and he knew Rigden’s reputation, the reputation that he
had brought north two years ago from Texas. He had brought five
thousand cows with him, too. Men like Tom Holley were said to live
on Rigden beef. Rigden had been shouting that for a year in town,
loud enough for the whole territory to hear. And, he said, if the
Association didn’t do something about it, he would. He would make
an example and that wouldn’t be forgotten for many a long
year.

Church said:
“Mr. Rigden said
for you to stop it, Holley. He told you nice and civil. But you
wouldn’t listen.”

“You ain’t pinnin’ no rustlin’
on me.”

“It’s pinned.”

“Not in no court of law. This is
the sheriff’s business.”

“A nester’s sheriff. Don’t make
me smile.”

“You can’t prove a
thing.”

“We don’t have to prove
anything. We know.”

“Now see here—”

Willy, who had sidled his horse up to
Holley, hit him around the mouth with the back of his hand. The
nester gave a growl of rage and went to launch himself from the
saddle at the little cowhand. Church drew his gun.

“Back up,” he said. “Be still or
I’ll blow your fool head off.”

Hot with rage, Holley froze.
The sight of the gun scared him. He never carried one himself. But
to make sure, Church said: “See if he has a gun on him, Willy.”

With a little eager sound in
his thin throat, Willy scrambled down from his horse, slapped his hands onto
Holley and hauled him from the saddle. Scared the nester might be,
but the sudden violence had snapped his frozen immobility. His
work-hardened muscles snapped into action. He landed awkwardly on
his feet, got himself foursquare on them and struck out at the
small cowhand. The sound of his fist on the bony face reached the
other two men. They saw Willy fall in a heap.

Holley stood over him and
said: “Git
up, you little bastard. I’ll break your gawd-damned
neck.”

There came the sound of Church cocking his
gun.

“Back up,” he said softly and
there was no disobeying that voice.

Willy hauled himself to his
feet, muttering: “I’ll kill him.”

Church said:
“Search him, Willy.
Just see he doesn’t have a gun or a knife.”

“I never carry a gun,” Holley
said almost proudly.

“More fool you,” said
Church.

Willy went up to the nester and
tore his coat open. He ran his hands over the
man’s stout
body and produced a short-bladed knife. He tossed this away into
the darkness.

Church said:
“Get on your horses
an’ we’ll ride.”

“Where you fellers takin’ me?”
Holley demanded in a voice that shook.

Willy laughed with the tremor
of excitement in his voice. “Where there’s a tree that fits you,” he
said.

Holley fell back a pace.

“Wait a minute,” he said. “You
can’t mean this. This is some sort of a joke. Christ, I got a wife
and kids.”

They stayed still, watching
him, almost able to smell his fear. “Get on your horse,” Church
said.

“You can’t make me. I ain’t
a-goin’.”

Willy said: “Git on your horse,
nester.”

Holley started to go backward.

“No,” he said. “No ... no
...”

He backed past Charlie Strange
who leaned on his saddlehorn and watched him imperturbably. Suddenly, Holley
gave Strange a quick look and turned and bolted.

It wasn’t Church that fired, though he had a
gun cocked in his hand. It was Strange. The silent man put his hand
inside his coat, pulled out a long-barreled Colt, cocked it without
hurry and fired.

The horses all jumped a little
at the sound of the shot and the bridle chains rattled their music.

The running man seemed to trip
on his own feet. They heard the breath go out of him as he hit the
ground. He cried out: “My Gawd, you’ve shot me,” and clutched at his
leg.

Church walked his horse up to
him and
said: “Now get on your horse or the next one’ll be through your
head.”

“I can’t stand.”

The man started shaking with shock.

Little Willy ran at him and kicked him in
the side.

“Git on yo’ feet or I’ll put the
spur on you.”

Holley looked slowly from one
to the other
of them, his face all twisted up and slowly rose to his feet. He
tried to walk, but his right leg gave under him. He clutched it
with both hands above the knee, making a groaning sound deep in his
throat. Church kneed his horse forward, so that its shoulder nudged
at the wounded man. Gradually, he was pushed forward, limping and
groaning till he reached his horse. With a moan of agony, he put
his injured foot in the stirrup-iron and heaved his injured leg
over the cantle.

“Let me tie somethin’ around my
leg,” he begged.

Willy giggled.

Holley whispered:
“My Gawd, you
fellers is Injuns.”

Church said:
“Lead on,
Charlie.”

Strange turned his horse and
led the way off the trail. Holley was driven after him. Willy
followed right behind him and Church brought up the rear. They headed east. It
started to rain, at first lightly, but with a gradually growing
weight. Soon they rode crouched forward in the saddle against it.
Every now and then Holley turned in his saddle either angrily
cursing them or beseeching them to let him go. He brought his wife
and his kids into it several times, but he might as well have saved
his breath. Women meant only one thing to these men and for them
children did not exist. They rode for an hour before Strange
halted. The rain had stopped and the prisoner saw that there were
trees near. He looked at them in horror. He started to tremble
violently; a small rivulet of spittle trickled down his
chin.

Strange spoke.

“I’m cold and hungry. Let’s git
it over with quick.”

The wind blew down from the hills and sang
eerily through the trees. The spot was lonely enough for any deed.
There would be no fear of discovery here.

Church said to Willy:
“Throw your rope
over a branch, Willy.”

“My rope?” Willy said. “Why do
we have to use my rope?”

“It’s the only one we
have.”

Willy swore. It frightened him
a little, knowing that the killing could be traced to him through
the rope. But then he thought of Mr. Rigden and he knew that he was
safe. Rigden looked after his own. He reached forward
and unfastened the
rope from his saddle. Church indicated the tree he wanted used and
Willy stood in his stirrups to make his throw. He was good with a
rope and made it first time. He caught hold of the hanging noose
with his hand and pulled it down, then he dismounted and fastened
the end of the rope to the tree.

Holley sat his horse
saying, “No
… no … no …” over and over. The three men dismounted and went and
dragged his horse under the overhanging bough of the tree; they
fastened his hands behind his back with pegging string and then
they were all set.

“Christ!” Holley said, weeping
now. “Don’t you have no feelin’ of mercy. I never did nothin’ to
you. All I did was claim land Rigden wanted. There’s law. You can’t
do this.”

Church shouted:
“Hold your
noise.”

But the man went on yelling and the sound of
it jarred on the nerves of the three men.

Strange said: “Git that horse out from
under, Willy.”

Holley started shouting:
“No … no … no …”
again and tried to get out of the saddle.

Willy leaned from the saddle,
quirt raised. He howled: “Aaaaah!” and lashed at the rump of Holley’s horse
with his quirt. The animal went still for a moment as it bunched
its muscles under it, then it bounded forward. Holley seemed to be
jerked violently out of the saddle. The scream that started from
his throat was choked off. He kicked frantically for a short while.
The three men sat their horses and stared as if frozen. Slowly the
shock of the thing wore off a little. Church reached inside his
coat for his gun. He raised it and fired three times at the now
feebly jerking figure at the end of the rope.

All energy left it and it
hung limply,
swaying on the end of the rope.

Church said:
“It’s done. Let’s
get back.”

They turned and rode south, sobered and
chilled, each man occupied with his thoughts.

 


The woman came out of the
sod house at
the sound of the shot. Behind her, through the open doorway
followed the faint wail of a child.

“Tom,” she called. “Tom, are you
there?”

She was frightened. She had a
face worn by work and want and now it was strained by worry. Both
she and her husband had been on edge since Rigden had
issued his
warning a week back. Lon Freeman, his foreman, had ridden over and
delivered it. He had ridden up to the house and told them to clear
out. They were given two days to pack up and go. And they hadn’t
gone, because there was nowhere to go and Tom Holley had set his
heart on making a go of things here. He was supposed to have
rustled beef. Why they had picked on him, she would never know.
Nobody ate their own beef in a cattle country. Even the biggest
rancher had eaten the next man’s beef when he needed to. But it was
now a crime to do that if you were a little man. If you were a big
man and didn’t need the meat, then that was another
matter.

She called and called, but
hearing no more shots, she returned to the house and shut the door
behind her. The child was still crying.

 


The three men dismounted in the yard and
Church led the way onto the stoop and knocked with the butt of his
quirt on the door. Mrs. Rigden, pale and distraught as usual,
answered the knock.

“Evenin’, Miz Rigden. Mr. Rigden
around?”

“Evening, Mr. Church. He’s in
the office. You go right along there.”

He thanked her and touched his hat and led
the way along the stoop to the office door. Here he knocked and
received a growled order to enter. He went in and the others
followed him.

The smell of whiskey and cigar smoke hit
them after the cold damp night air.

Hardy Rigden was slumped in a
chair behind the big old rolltop desk. He had been drinking
heavily. He was never seen after noon when he
hadn’t been.
He was a man of medium height and middle-age with wild eyes and
untidy short hair. He was heavy in the shoulders and was starting
to put on weight around the middle.

A well chewed cigar smoldered between his
sensual lips.

“Well?” he demanded.

He had always been a man of
power. He knew it and he saw to it that others knew it. He had always had his
own way and he dominated his world. His family, which included a
wife and two sons, obeyed him. His hands, of which there were many,
for his sense of importance if nothing else demanded that he have a
strong retinue, feared and respected him.

“It’s done,” Church
said.

He reached in a drawer and tossed them money
which they deftly caught.

“Church, you git back into town.
You got your alibi rigged?”

“Yes.”

“Strange and you, Willy, you’ve
been in the bunkhouse all evening. Remember that.”

“Yes, sir,” they
said.

“All right,” he told them in
dismissal.

Even though they knew him, they
expected more than that. Church who had never before been in awe of
any man, surprised himself by keeping silent and
turning to
leave the room with the others.

Rigden poured himself another
drink as the door closed behind them. He tossed it off and his mind
went back to the early years in Texas, remembering how he had
started with a running iron. It had been a careless
iron and
many a maverick had been branded on another man’s range. There had
been shootings a-plenty, always there had been shooting wherever
Rigden had gone. But in those days there had been only him and his
hired men. Now he had the men, but, better than that, he had his
sons. There was nothing like having sons.

Burt, the eldest, was enigma,
but he did as he was told and Hardy Rigden liked that. A big dour
man coming up for thirty and not yet married. That was the one
thing that worried Rigden about Burt. It wasn’t healthy for a bull not to have
a cow at that age.

Now Brett, the second, was a
different matter. He had the same wild streak as his father. Rigden
laughed out loud with delight when he thought of his second son.
There was a real Texas heller if there was ever one. He could drink, shoot,
ride and whore with the best of them. He had so many different
women, he didn’t need a wife. How often Margaret, the ladylike
Margaret, Rigden’s wife, had begged Rigden to let up on the boy.
Allow him to learn civilized ways, she begged. They were not in
Texas anymore. This was the north and men behaved differently up
here. This was the cold north.

Sure, it was. Rigden sighed for
the hot dusty trails of the brasada, the warm still nights, the
endless brush. There was something about south-west Texas that got into a
man’s blood and stayed there forever. And they had driven him out.
So Texas wasn’t here in the north, wasn’t it? By God, he’d show
them. He’d plant Texas and its ways up here among these cold
northerners. He had started. Tonight, he had started with that
miserable nester. He’d show them that it was death to plant
yourself on the edge of Rigden’s empire and to try nibbling it
away. You couldn’t tell him that every nester wasn’t a rustler. He
knew cow-thieves. Hadn’t he started out as one himself?

Woman’s heels sounded on the planks of the
stoop outside and the door opened.

Margaret, his wife stood there.

He looked at her with some
distaste. He hated anything he couldn’t break or mold to his own liking. Sure,
she was obedient enough, she never spoke out of turn, but none of
that fooled him. He knew that the spirit inside her was untouched.
He would never reach that.

She stopped and he saw the look of
disapproval on her face because he had been drinking too much.

“Hardy.”

“Yes.” He poured himself another
generous tot of whiskey and enjoyed the look it brought to her
face.

“It’s Brett.”

“What about him?”

“I’m worried about
him.”

“Why? What’s
happened?”

“That’s the trouble. I don’t
know. He’s been gone five whole days.”

“Hell, is that all? The kid’s on
the town. He’s young … let him enjoy himself.”

“He’s wild. Anything could have
happened to him. You know him.”

“Sure, I know him. I should, I’m
his daddy. You leave Brett to me, woman. He wouldn’t thank us for
interferin’. Let him enjoy himself.”

Quietly, she said:
“What sort of a
father are you?”

He was silent under the shock
of her speaking to him in that way. He hadn’t heard that tone in her voice for
twenty years. For a moment, he couldn’t believe his
ears.

“What’s that?” he demanded,
pushing his chair back.

“I said ‘What kind of a father
are you?’ You encourage the boy. You egg him on in his wildness.
You want him to be like you.”

He reared to his feet, his face
mottled, his eyes enflamed. “Shut your God-damned mouth,” he shouted. “Shut
it. What in hell’s wrong with wanting him like me? Why shouldn’t he
be like me?”

“You want him to end up like
you? With the whole world turned against him? You want him to end
up with blood on his hands like you?”

“You’re meddlin’ in a man’s
world now, woman. Keep out of it.”

She stood up straight and,
white-faced, looked him in the eye. “Maybe I’m meddling because I don’t want
any part of your man’s world. It was your man’s world down in
Texas. A world of violence.”

“You talkin’ crazy. Of course,
there’s violence. How else can a man hold on to what he
has?”

“You’re starting it all over.
This is going to be like Texas when I thought maybe up here you
would alter your ways.”

His fury made the vein in his
temple stand out blue against the purple of his face. He spoke through
his clenched yellow teeth.

“What’s so wrong with my ways?
They’ve got me where I am. They’ve got me on top of the world. I’m
the biggest man in this country.”

She shot her words straight
back at him, almost as venomously as he had spoken and though he didn’t show
it, she shook him. “The most hated man in the country.”

He came around the desk toward
her and for a moment she thought that he would strike her. She could not
prevent herself from cringing away from him.

“There ain’t a cattleman in this
territory who don’t respect me, who don’t come to me for advice,
who don’t come to me when they want something done.”

“You’re talking of the big men.
What of the little men, the ordinary people?”

“I don’t have no time for little
people. They’re just somethin’ that gits under a man’s feet. Don’t
talk to me about little people. They don’t count.”

She braced herself against the wall. She had
stepped back away from him and could go no further.

“One day you’ll find they do
count. They count more than you think.”

Softly, he told her:
“You git outa here
before I do you a harm.”

“All I want is for you to look
for the boy in town. Bring him home.”

She went to the door and opened
it. She was physically afraid of him and showed it, yet he knew that her fear
of him was no more than skin deep. He noticed her consciously for
the first time in years. She was the woman who had borne all his
children and kept his house, but for the first time for years he
saw that she hated him. But that wouldn’t make any difference.
Margaret was loyal deep in her very nature. She was his wife and
would never be anything else.

She stepped out onto the stoop
and he heard her footsteps receding. He went to the desk and poured
himself another drink. He drank avidly and slammed the glass down on the desk
top. Maybe he’d made a mistake in Margaret years back. He shouldn’t
have married a lady, but a big strong farm wench. A big dumb Swede,
say, who would have kept his bed warm and given him sons and no
sass. What in hell had gotten into Margaret all of a sudden?
Silence for years and now this. It was Brett, of course. The boy
was the one most like him and she hated that, though she doted on
the boy. None of her children had meant what Brett had.

Except maybe Jim.

He had been the son between Brett and Burt
in age.

Rigden sagged into the chair,
suddenly overcome by the old grief. He hadn’t thought about Jim in months now.
But here he was back fresh in his mind as if he had died only
yesterday.

Rigden hadn’t been run out of Texas. He
hadn’t been run out because he had hanged those three mangy hide-hunters,
because he had found the law ineffectual and taken it into his own
hands. He had left Texas of his own free will because he couldn’t
bear to stay in the land that had seen the end of his favorite son.
He had come north for the sole purpose of forgetting the way Jim
had died.

The bastards had put a rope
around Jim’s
neck and strangled him to death. He never knew who. How could he
tell when he had so many enemies?

He wondered for a moment at the fact that
men hated him.

They were all fools. It was
jealousy and fear that drove them to hate him. He was smart and he
was strong. Other strong men didn’t hate him because they didn’t fear him.
It was only the little men that ever wanted him dead.

And tonight a little man had died. That
would show the rest of them. They would get the message all right.
They would know that Hardy Rigden was as tough and mean up here in
the north as he had been down in Texas.
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Chapter Two

 


MCALLISTER LOOKED AT
the land and found
it good.

This is what
I’ve wanted
all my life and now I’ve gotten it, he thought. At last he had a place where
he could put down roots. The wandering days were over.

He watched his two riders
hazing the bunch of unbroken horses into the corral and nodded to
himself with satisfaction. After they had been topped off, he would
sell them at a good price to the army. Hard cash was what he wanted
to see him through the coming winter.

He strolled toward the
corral,
watching the horses, noting their action and deciding that the
little bay had bottom, but the coyote dun was one that he would
save for himself. It looked strong enough to carry his weight
without tiring.

Pete whooped the last horse
through the gate and turned back, grinning with pleasure. Ruiz, the little
Mexican rider, was already unsaddling on the outside of the corral.
Both were good men who knew their jobs. McAllister considered that
he was lucky to have them, even though Ruiz was wanted by some
lawman or other and Pete would sometimes disappear for days on end
on some mysterious errand.

Ruiz slipped the gate poles into place.

Pete halted his horse and was
about to step down from the saddle when he looked south and
said: “Rider
come.” The other two men looked, but they could see nothing. But
Pete was all Miniconjou Sioux and McAllister reckoned he could
smell a white man a mile off.

Ruiz chuckled.

“This, Pete,” he said, “he ’ave
eyes like a ’awk, I think.”

Pete led the two horses
away to the small
starve-out where the saddle stock were kept. McAllister continued
to look south, wondering who might be coming to his place. Visitors
were rare birds up this way. Pete was back by the time the big man
saw the small moving dot. They waited, watching the dot grow into
a horseman
pushing his mount hard. Pretty soon they knew the man from the
horse, a shaggy bay with a white blaze on its forehead and one
white stocking. This was Whittaker from Bayard’s Creek. He and Tom
Holley had small places not far from each other. McAllister had
shared a jug or two with them now and then.

The horse that came into the yard was
lathered and the man was tired. Whittaker got down stiffly and came
toward them. He said their names and shook hands.

McAllister
said: “Come
on inside an’ eat. It’s only bach food, but it’s all we have to
offer.”

“Thanks,” the man said, “but I
ain’t stoppin’. I come to tell you about Tom Holley.”

“What happened to
him?”

“That’s it. We don’t know.
Nobody ain’t seen him for two hull days. Not hide nor
hair.”

They stared at him.

“Why come an’ tell me?”
McAllister asked.

“Because we can make a pretty
good guess what happened.”

“What’s that?”

“The Association.”

McAllister was puzzled.
“I don’t get you,”
he said.

“A week back the Association
warned him if he didn’t clear out they’d settle his hash. He wasn’t
the only one to get the warning. But they threatened us before an’
nothin’ happened.”

“An’ you come out here to
me.”

Whittaker’s face was so distressed that
McAllister would not have been surprised to see him burst into
tears.

“We reckoned they killed
him.”

“Killed him?” McAllister raised
his eyebrows. “What makes you think that?”
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