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chapter one

	The sprawling, haze-dimmed outline of Angels, Casabella County’s official seat and only town, had been in front of Clint Charterhouse all during the last five miles riding across the undulating prairie. And because many days and weeks of lonely traveling had taught this tall, hazel-eyed man the value of keeping his mind always occupied he had been speculating on the nature of this remote and isolated place. Experience told him it would be just another double row of sun-baked, paint-peeled buildings with a dusty sweltering street between; and since it was just past noon the citizens would be indoors dawdling. Clint Charterhouse, footloose and fancy free, had entered into and departed from a hundred such habitations of man and found none of them different.

	But as he checked his horse at the very limits of Angels, he discovered all his guesses wrong. This town was different and, with a quick interest breaking through the long saddle drowse, he swept the scene. There indeed lay the double row of paint-peeled buildings, perhaps fifteen on a side, and along the fronts of all ran second-story porches that made of each sidewalk a long and shaded gallery. But Angels itself was far from being asleep on this sultry, droning day. The town was full of men. A particular knot of them stood in front of an expansive porch at the far end; lesser groups were by the stable, the saloons, the blacksmith’s yawning door. Honest hammer strokes clanged off an anvil; horses rubbed sides at the racks; more riders coursed rapidly into Angels from the far end; and more men waddled across the plaza.

	“Court day?” Clint Charterhouse asked himself. “No, it’s the wrong time of the year. Here it is Monday in the middle of roundup season and by every rule of the range this joint ought to be dead as a door nail.” His hazel glance narrowed down the street, more closely studying those indolent groups of men. “Might be just my imagination, or do I sort of see them square off against each other, watchful-like? Heard somewhere Casabella took its politics serious—and continuous. For a practically honest man looking for practically honest toil this ain’t so good. I’d hate to dab a rope on trouble.” But as he said it he smiled. White teeth flashed against a bronzed skin, and a flare of high-humored excitement broke the severity of his eyes.

	As he was observing, so was he being observed. He saw men swing in his direction and stand waiting. And since it was almost as bad taste to stand on the edge of a strange town and peer in at it was to stand outside a strange window and eavesdrop, he spoke gently to the horse and proceeded casually forward. If Angels this day contained two factions—and the impression that such was the case grew more strangely pronounced in Clint Charterhouse’s shrewd head—then his entry was somewhat ticklish, for any stray or innocent act might be taken as an indication of his own politics. If he racked his horse on either side he might be involuntarily swearing himself into partisanship with one group. Studying the situation quickly he decided safety lay in putting up his horse at the only visible stable on the street and so he veered in that direction, conscious that he was being scanned by fifty pairs of eyes.

	For that matter horse and rider were worth a second glance. The horse, a true representative of the cowpony—the toughest, staunchest breed in the world for the work it performs—was a glistening coal-black and so largely proportioned that it escaped the stubby, end-for-end look of the average range product. By some reversion of nature the fine Arab blood of its ancestors flared strongly in carriage and muscle. Upon its back rested a magnificent square-skirted saddle stamped with an oak leaf pattern and mounted with silver ornaments.

	As for Clint Charterhouse who sat so negligently in this leathered elegance, no man in Angels could ever mistake him. Western born, Western raised, he carried the plain print of the land on him. In a country that matured all animate things swiftly, shot them to height yet pinched their girth, Clint Charterhouse followed the rule. There were few men he had to lift his head to, and his shadow on the ground was as slim as the rest. Yet it was not a disjointed slimness. In his flat sinews was a latent strength and in his carriage was a promise of sure and easy swiftness. He had his hat canted slightly to one side and the hot sunlight angled across a bold nose, rounding lips and a square chin. There was a leanness to his face, a clean cut of all features that fell just short of being gaunt. And he looked around at the street and the curious men with an easy gravity. He heard somebody’s murmured “Who’s Han’some?” but he elected not to take cognizance. Passing into the stable, he slipped saddle and gear to convenient pegs, left a few instructions with the hostler and turned out again, rolling a cigarette.

	The business of building himself a cigarette was to screen a closer scrutiny of his surroundings. If ever a town was troubled with uncertainty and foreboding, Angels filled the bill. Peaceable men didn’t stand around in the sultry heat like this; and peaceful men didn’t labor so hard to feign indifference. The crowd on this side of the street seemed a little heavier than that on the other and a uniform brand was on most of the ponies over here—Box M.

	“Must be an all-fired big outfit,” he told himself, applying a match to his smoke. A pair of men slid casually into the stable behind him, at which Clint Charterhouse allowed himself a reasonable deduction. They were going to give his horse a closer and more thorough scrutiny. “Not that I blame them under the circumstances,” he added. “Looks to me as if this was one of those cases where folks only believe what they see and maybe not all of that. But supposing I wasn’t a harmless stranger—what could I be that would do ’em any damage? State official, hired gun artist? Doggoned if this don’t grow interesting. Little Rollo had better watch his step.”

	There was a general stirring of men around him. Across the plaza the doors of a saloon swung to emit a pair of citizens who marched diagonally into the dusty area. One man was beyond middle age and massively scowling; the other was no older than Clint Charterhouse, yellow-haired and laughing. Together the two disappeared in the crowd at the far end of the town and thence inside the building. Perceptibly the interest of Angels shifted that way and more loitering fellows drifted off. But Clint Charterhouse looked at the saloon. It seemed common ground; parties from both sides were crowding through to drink and so he cruised casually across and presently was at a bar forty feet long, wedged between other thirsting gentry and hearing the swell of much talk.

	“Make way, Lum,” said a voice behind him. The man at his right elbow swung a swift glance over his shoulder and edged off from the bar to admit a broad and closely coupled gentleman who regarded Clint Charterhouse with a blunt, direct interest. “Stranger to these parts, sir?”

	“Call it so,” replied Charterhouse, noncommittal. He was about to pour himself a drink when the heavy personage reached over and thrust the bottle away, lifting one finger to the barkeep. “My personal brand, Jim.” He turned to Charterhouse again. “No offense. Make it a point to always greet strangers in my establishment. Nero Studd is the name, and pleased to meet you.”

	“Charterhouse is mine.”

	They shook gravely, Clint looking down slightly. Nero Studd wore a black serge suit that wrinkled at all his thick joints and a white shirt that needed changing. He was a swart man with one black cowlick curling upon a glistening forehead. Smoke-colored eyes sat far back in sockets overhung with bushing brows, and a nose, seemingly without cartilage, splayed against the upper lip. This irregularity of features conspired to give him the character of some barroom bruiser, which was only partly alleviated by the bluff cordiality he displayed. “Try a little of that liquor. On me. Charterhouse was the name? I knew some Charterhouses down on the Border.”

	Charterhouse drank with due deliberation. “Mighty potent after a long ride. I’m obliged to you, sir. I never knew anybody of my name in the region you mention.”

	The nearby loiterers were listening closely; the hum of talk had definitely subsided. Nero Studd rubbed his oil-damp cheeks. “Well, names don’t always mean so much. Come to think, I rode once with another Charterhouse in Colorado.”

	“They say it is a nice state and sometimes cool,” was Charterhouse’s agreeable and vague response.

	Studd’s eyes kept lifting to Charterhouse’s face and falling away. “Well, consider this your stamping ground when in Angels. If there’s anything I can ever do, call on me.” He waved aside an invitation to drink. “Thanks, but no. You’ll understand if I imbibed my own poison I’d be under the tables in no time.”

	“Obliged for the offer,” said Charterhouse. “I will remember—” He stopped short as a robust war-whoop diverted his attention toward the door. In staggered a brawny, grinning young fellow clasping an enormous slab of granite rock against his chest. He let it fall crashing to the floor and stepped back to drench the moisture from his face and chuckle admiringly at his own effort “Now I got something you buzzards can sink your teeth in.”

	“You’ll bust the hell out of my floor,” said Nero Studd, not so cordially.

	“Yeah? Well, I spend enough money in this dump to floor it with diamonds,” replied the roly-poly young fellow. His eyes searched the room. “Now I want something to prop this monster up with. I’ll show you a trick to grow hair on the chest.” Going behind the bar, he serenely appropriated four fresh packs of playing cards and went back to the rock. Using the card packs as supports, he created a small space beneath the rock. Sitting on his haunches, he slipped one broad paw into this space and looked about him with a sparkle of irrepressible humor. “Now observe what a man can do, my children.”

	He had the full attention of everybody. Somebody muttered, “Bet ten dollars that fool Heck Seastrom will fall flat on his south end.” Young Seastrom only grinned and squared his enormous shoulders to the rock. His palm pressed up against the weight; Charterhouse saw all the rope-like muscles of the fellow’s chest, arms and neck stand out against a reddening skin. There was an enormous gust of breath. The rock rose by degrees, shoulder high and then soared overhead as Seastrom stood erect. Sweat poured down his cheeks but he was still grinning when he let the rock smash to the floor again. “Now . . . you . . . curly-tailed wolves!” he panted. “Try that on your big bazoo! Drinks on me—if any man boosts it!” He draped himself on the bar and stared fondly at the rock while fighting for wind.

	“You cracked a board,” stated Nero Studd, glumly. “Why don’t you save some of that steam for honest labor?”

	“We will now pray,” jeered Heck Seastrom amiably. “Brother Studd will read the Bible lesson and lead the singing. Ain’t that a stem-winder of a stunt? Who’s a-going to try it? Don’t be bashful.”

	One of the crowd kicked the rock tentatively and stepped back, but there were no takers. Somebody in the background murmured softly, “It ain’t always a matter of muscles, Seastrom. There’s others ways.”

	The remark hung strangely in the room, intensifying the silence. Clint Charterhouse felt more strongly the undercurrent of antagonism. Everybody stood still; faces ranked darkly in the shaded room, a sibilant breath sheered the sultry atmosphere, and then men shifted uneasily. Nero Studd’s dark face turned slowly around the semicircle, deliberately blank.

	“I was a-waiting for a crack like that,” drawled young Heck Seastrom indolently. “In answer to which I will say there sure is plenty of other ways. Hiding behind the brush, for example, and taking pot shots. Was that the way you thought of, fella?”

	Clint Charterhouse felt a pull of admiration for Seastrom’s easy-going manner. The burly young puncher bubbled over with vital humor; and not even the threat of trouble could change him much. But Nero Studd suddenly shifted and broke the dangerous moment, speaking with a gruff jest. “Wait till Buck Manners comes around, Seastrom. He’ll peg that trick of yours right off the bat.”

	“Will he?” challenged Seastrom. “Say, I figured out this stunt with just him in mind. Blame near busted my back finding a rock heavy enough, just to stop that particular gent. Wait and see.”

	“A month’s pay he can lift it,” offered Studd.

	“Took,” agreed Heck Seastrom. “I got something finally which is sure a-going to frazzle him. If it don’t, I’ll be the cross-eyed son of a cross-eyed father.”

	Traffic at the bar resumed and Nero Studd moved through the room, passing a word here and there, occasionally resting his heavy arm on some man’s shoulder. Clint Charterhouse let his attention follow this saloon proprietor for quite a while; then he turned to a barkeep. “Give me a pint of straight, uncut alcohol.”

	The barkeep was diverted out of his heavy indifference. “Must be packing a big thirst,” said he. But Charterhouse paid for the pint and walked silently out of the place with the bottle in his hand. Crossing the plaza, he went down the stable alley to his horse and began to rub the alcohol on the animal’s back.

	Over in front of the saloon a pair of men slouched against a porch and watched him.

	“Massaging that horse with good liquor,” said one.

	“Must like that horse,” said the other, narrowing his lids.

	“Must be a real good horse,” added the first. They exchanged solemn glances. Number One nodded slightly at Number Two.

	 

	


chapter two

	At the northeast corner of the plaza stood Madame LeSeur’s house, which was all that Casabella could claim in the line of hotel, eating place and rendezvous for social affairs. Madame was a stout square woman with traces of former beauty, and a witty, sharp-tongued kindness. It was common belief that in earlier days she had been the toast of a dance hall in far off Deadwood, a belief she neither confirmed nor denied. Not that it mattered here, for Casabella implicitly believed anybody’s past was his or her own affair. All it positively knew was that Madame LeSeur had drifted into Angels, built this ramshackle place with a three-sided porch, divided the second story into innumerable cubicles for sleeping purposes, and arranged the downstairs into kitchen, dining room and a vast lobby with crystal chandeliers.

	According to Madame’s own statement, the bedrooms were of two kinds. Those large enough for a horse to turn around in were “double” and worth fifty cents the sleep. Those too narrow to pass the horse-turning test were “singles” at two bits the throw. Many a puncher, whose last alcoholic remembrance had been of slumping into the watering trough of the plaza, had wakened in one of Madame’s rooms, charitably housed by her orders. To all such gentlemen’s embarrassed thanks she invariably retorted that business was business and she had to fill up her house one way or another; and the bill would be a quarter-dollar, if you please, with no charge for cartage.

	The lobby had been the scene of famous events, and today another was in the making. For in this lobby were gathered men, ranchers and townsmen, bent on threshing out a question never yet solved in Casabella—the question of peace.

	Some were seated at the big round table. Buck Manners was in his chair, seesawing it on the back legs. Buck was the slim and smiling man Clint Charterhouse had seen crossing the plaza a few minutes earlier. He was seated and still showed a good-natured expression, even though the single flip of a phrase threatened to turn the town into a blaze of war. Sheriff Drop Wolfert was seated, too. His hands were lying flat on the table’s surface, and his narrowed, sulky eyes were following around from man to man. Never amiable, his temper was further inflamed this afternoon from knowing that his authority was scornfully questioned and his motives doubted. Beef Graney sat next to the sheriff. Beef was a figure with a few dubious acres of range and a small scattering of stock. He was slyly keeping his eyes down. There was no mistaking the ruddy bull-dog of a man who dominated the meeting. John Nickum was of the Western type that produced the great cattle kings. Even now when the middle fifties had fleshed up his big bones and shot his hair with gray, there still remained the chill blue directness of his eyes that signaled relentless personal courage. Kindly, jovial, never forsaking a friend nor committing deliberate meanness, he possessed all the old baronial virtues.

	His faults sprang from the same source. He had fought too hard in his life to forgive an enemy; to them he was ruthless. For him there was no middle ground, no mellowed tolerance. The qualities of the land itself were in him, and he could not change. He had seen good men fall and the lesson of their lives had stiffened his own rugged back. Piece by piece the great Box M had been wrung from his sweat and scheming; every step of the way he had been harried by the inevitable outlaws who snapped at his flanks. Blow for blow he had fought them without pity; now that his power was again being undermined he placed his back to the wall and roared his challenge.

	“I am able to take care of my own quarrels,” he said stiffly. “Nevertheless, I called you here to tell you and warn you that a pack of yellow hounds are building up their machine to wreck me. If they succeed, they will wreck you as well. I have cleaned up more than one magpie’s nest in my time. I have the power still to do it.”

	“Fine talk,” broke in Shander, another powerful rancher, pressing the words between his thin lips. “Since you are all wound up, suppose you mention some names? Who are these yellow dogs you mention?”

	Old John Nickum’s cold glance struck Shander. “I will take my own pleasure about that,” said he.

	“You take your own pleasure about a great many things,” snapped Shander. “Too many things, if you ask me. Big as your damned outfit is, I am not afraid to stand up and speak my piece. Every man in this room understands who you are talking against. I’ll just challenge you to a state a few facts.”

	Both Sheriff Wolfert and Beef Graney lifted their heads in seeming assent, though Wolfert immediately covered his expression and tried to look neutral. Buck Manners laughed softly at him.

	“So—facts?” muttered Nickum. “Here is one fact. Casabella’s got a large floating population in the last few months that lifts no single hand in honest labor. You know what that means as well as I do. Take a count of Curly’s outfit right now and you’d find it shot with the worst thieves and knife artists along the Border. I can go out to the street and point out six of his damned crew snoozing in the shade. I once was easy on him, and now he’s the coldest leader of hired killers ever forked saddle in this country.”

	“Lay that to Casabella’s salubrious climate,” said Shander with evident sarcasm. “Can’t deny any man’s right to jump a county line for safety, can you? Since when have you got so moral, anyhow? I’m prepared to say you’ve got riders in your own outfit whose pasts won’t bear daylight. Who cares?”

	“I will state another fact,” went on old John Nickum, sweeping Shander’s words aside. “On this very day we have a meeting, Angels is crowded with these last run of shad, armed to the teeth. What brings ’em here so suddenly?”

	“Promise of excitement,” retorted Shander. “What brought all your riders in?”

	“Promise of excitement, eh? Promise of pay—promise of killings. Somebody is drumming up another mess of grief. I have cut my eye teeth, Shander. I know the signs as well as any man.”

	Shander’s thin frame trembled. “By gosh, Nickum, I challenge you to name names. You are dragging a wide loop, and I’m warning it will snag you out of the saddle before long!”

	“Oh, come,” broke in Buck Manners easily. “This is getting rather stiff. Let’s take another turn around the snubbing post and go slower. No need for you gentlemen to fight about it. Let’s be reasonably calm.”

	But John Nickum ploughed doggedly ahead. He veered on Sheriff Wolfert. “Drop, you ain’t blind, are you? You see Curly’s riders floating through Angels, don’t you. What in hell are you wearing a star for?”

	Sheriff Wolfert grumbled morosely, “What of it? I got no bench warrants for any of Curly’s men. I can’t arrest nobody on plain suspicion. I got a warrant for Curly, but he’s the only one of the gang I could legally arrest—if he showed his nose. Even so, what jury would hook Curly, or any of the rest? Man’s got to use judgment in these things, Nickum. If I go throwing all suspicious folks in the calaboose, I’ll be finding myself out in the mesquite some fine day.”

	“Great talk!” scouted Nickum. “You’d better put that star on your undershirt so folks won’t see it. I’ll tell you now, Wolfert, this is your last term in the office.”

	Wolfert flared up. “Oh, I don’t know about that!” But both Graney and Shander looked at him so sharply that he stopped talking and sank back into the same morose silence. Everybody in the room caught that scene. Buck Manners’ attention went up swiftly to the withdrawn Nero Studd and watched him momentarily. Nickum boomed on. “I have got something else to say to you, Wolfert. When my son was ambushed and killed in Red Draw, what did you do? You never moved out of your chair for two days. What have you done since? Nothing! Am I to believe you are making a tolerable effort to earn your money? I understand all about the petty graft you take and I am not kicking about it. But when you refuse to lift a hand to help Box M, I am forced to conclude that you got your fingers in a bigger kettle.”

	“Who said so?” yelled Wolfert, half rising. “Who give you license to call me thataway? Hell, I’ve worn my horses’ shoes to paper in that damn country! If you want to know, I can’t find a smell of a clue regarding who shot your son! I made an effort. Don’t say I didn’t. It’s unfriendly for you to say I’m hooked up in any way with that affair. If I got to be blunt, Nickum, you talk to folks like they were school boys. It doesn’t set straight. You hadn’t ought to try to run other men’s businesses for ’em. I’m able to handle my job.”

	“The great man,” was Shander’s cutting interjection, “doesn’t forget he is the king-pin of Casabella. And the great man hasn’t named any names yet.”

	But old John Nickum had straightened. He looked from the sheriff to Graney to Shander and on over to Nero Studd. “I am not crying about my loss,” said he, even and cold. “I paid my just debts for fifty-eight years. I will continue to pay them—and to collect them. I was weaned on outlaws and crooked politics. I see what is going on here. I see another bright idea to hamstring Box M. It’s been tried before by damned fools who think they got some original sure-thing racket. I say this, too. If those gentlemen who believe they can put me on the run want war, they shall have war!”

	Buck Manners frowned. “Think it over. We ought to be able to settle this without recourse to shooting.”

	“Never mind, Buck,” grunted Nickum. “I’m playing my hand.”

	“Not altogether,” said Manners gently. “Remember the Manners family has strung along on your side for thirty good years and I expect to carry on my father’s habits. I believe as you do, but I want to be sure we can’t settle this peaceably.”

	“I haven’t asked you to come in,” was Nickum’s short answer.

	“No, but I’ll be there with my outfit,” Manners retorted.

	Shander was grimly smiling. “After you, Alphonse. Virtue sure does drip over. I ain’t heard any names mentioned yet.”

	“Were I you,” said Manners coldly, “I’d take advantage of a pretty broad hint.”

	“Meaning what?” challenged Shander.

	“Meaning this,” said Nickum, taking up the thread. “The Box M draws a deadline today at its south limit, from Red Draw to Dead Man’s Range. Any rider caught across that line will explain himself clearly or take the consequences.”

	“Answering for myself,” said Shander, violently angered, “I never have had any desire to ride on your damned range and haven’t now. Since you have been aiming your shots at me during this powwow, I want to say you can expect no further friendliness from myself or my men. I object to your insinuations. I hope Curly rustles you poor, curse you if I don’t! Keep your riders off my range! I won’t stand good for their safety from this day. And if you have any business with me, do it through a third party.”

	“I am glad to know,” said Nickum formally, “you are willing to put yourself that far in the open. I detest a man concealing his state of mind.”

	“You’re going too far, Nickum!”

	“Meeting’s adjourned,” broke in Buck Manners and rose to place himself between the two men. “I guess we know where we stand. As for me, I string with Nickum any time, anywhere. I’d hate to see a range war, but I’ll take care of my share of it when it comes.”

	“Listen,” said Sheriff Wolfert, “you men are making it awful hard on me. If there’s going to be ill will between outfits, there’s sure to be gun play in Angels. Now I want this to be neutral ground all the time.”

	“I will state another fact,” went on old John Nickum, “after this my men will come and go in parties, peaceably and without intent to quarrel.”

	Everybody waited for Shander to say as much. But he was halfway to the door and only flung a short reply over his shoulder. “My riders can take care of themselves.”

	The meeting broke up. Nero Studd had already gone. Beef Graney overtook Shander and they left together. Wolfert remained seated, wrapped in gloom and only roused himself to shoot a covertly unpleasant glance at Nickum as the latter went out accompanied by Manners and Nickum’s vinegary foreman, Driver Haggerty.

	Nickum, striding massively between the two, looked all around the Plaza, the wrath still simmering in him. “Border jumpers, professional gunslingers, knife artists—the place is full of them. Look yonder by Nero Studd’s joint. See those two fellows leaning against the porch post? Curly’s men, ain’t they?”

	“Just so,” agreed Buck Manners lazily.

	“Shander’s asking for trouble,” muttered Nickum. “And he’ll get it. He ain’t smart enough for an old hand like me, not for a minute. He’s the man who’s drawing all the crooks together. He’s making a play at me. He’s got Wolfert obeying his orders. He’s got Beef Graney, the poor fool, under his thumb. He’s probably working hand in glove with that yellow-livered, greasy-fingered Nero Studd. Studd was always a cheap and crooked politician and always will be—sees everything, knows everything and draws the support of every outlaw in this country. And I’m betting Shander and Studd, between ’em, have got Curly lined up. A fine set of thieves—all pointing at me! Wolfert let the cat out of the bag when he same as said he’ll be elected another term. Meaning he’s got all the underhanded support.”

	Manners laughed. “I observed that Graney and Studd and Shander gave him some very dirty looks for making that break.”

	“You bet. Hand in glove.” Nickum closed one big paw and struck at the air. “I am too old at this game to be beat now. I’ve licked harder men than they ever will be. They want war. I’ll give ’em a bellyful of it, Buck! Who’s that over there?”

	He ducked his head at the ambling figure of Clint Charterhouse who, hat tilted rakishly against the burning sun, was crossing back to Studd’s Saloon. Buck Manners stared intently. Driver Haggerty shifted his chew and spoke for the first time in an hour. “Stranger. Rode in a little while ago. Elegant horse with a strange brand and a heap expensive saddle.”

	“Strangers from now on had better declare themselves,” grunted old John Nickum.

	“Let’s amble into Studd’s for a drink,” suggested Buck Manners. “Nero’s probably got the man’s personal history eight generations back.”

	“I wouldn’t trust Nero behind my back in a crowded room,” retorted Nickum. “Where’s Sherry gone?”

	“She’s in Ortega’s, buying a lot of notions,” chuckled Manners, face lighting. Driver Haggerty’s stringy countenance veered and covered Manners for a brief moment. Then all three of them passed into Nero Studd’s.

	 

	Clint Charterhouse was standing beside Studd when the party entered and his attention instantly lighted on old John Nickum’s imposing bulk. He knew a typical cattleman when he saw one and his reaction was to question the saloon keeper.

	“Him?” replied Studd. “That’s Nickum, Box M. Biggest outfit in Casabella. That homely mutt who looked like he’s swallowed his tobacco is Haggerty, the foreman. Other man runs a range almost as big as Nickum’s—Buck Manners. Inherited from his dad a year back.”

	“When I work,” reflected Clint Charterhouse cheerfully, “I work for the top dog.” He went forward, facing Nickum. The old ranchman stopped and stared truculently.
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