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  Chapter One

  The clump of giant cottonwoods by the spring at Agua Verde was the only spot of bright greenery along the whole vast sweep of the desert’s eastern rim. Years back, the stage road had made a wide detour from its north/south line to touch at the springs. The station under the trees, now abandoned except for the corrals, had offered the traveler a pleasant spot to lay over and ready himself for either the northward or southward remaining half of the three-day journey across Dry Reach from Johnsville to Fort Sawyer.

  When the high valley footing the lofty peaks to the east attracted settlers, another road came down to Agua Verde from that direction, and freighting wagons became even more numerous than the stages. A small town mushroomed along the foot of that east road close behind the cottonwoods, the buildings set far back from the wheel ruts out of respect to the dust. The town hadn’t thrived for long, even though an occasional freight hitch still lumbered up the road out of the desert, for the heat along the wide street was close to intolerable except at night, and traffic went on through instead of stopping.

  Still, the settlement didn’t completely die. For the last several years it had remained in a suspended state of slow disintegration, the saloon and the hotel and one general store doing enough business to keep open, the stage corral still busy and boarding the teams and saddle animals of outgoing and incoming men from the east upcountry as it always had. And each mid-morning and late afternoon the townspeople, except for a few women, would drift toward the corral to watch the arrival of the stages as they had since the first adobe hovel was built on the town site. It was as though they awaited some happening, a summons to a less dreary life, perhaps, that never came.

  This early evening the stage was an hour overdue. It finally made its appearance far out across Dry Reach, its progress marked by what looked like a lazy dust devil. Still, as that dust smear neared and the sun’s brassy glare died with a faint breeze out of the eastward hills stirring the furnace-hot air, not a man or a woman came onto the street. They had good reason for staying indoors. Two hours ago a buckboard had rattled in off the east road. Its driver had pulled in at the hotel, tied his team to the rail there, and taken a chair on the wide portal fronting the low adobe building. His age was indeterminate, for his corn-silk hair and longhorn mustache gave him the look of an old man, while the lack of lines on his hawkish face, along with a springy yet awkward stride, were tokens of a saddle man in his prime. Boots cocked on the rail of the hotel verandah, he presently took a blackened brier from pocket, filled it with care, and began smoking. Those few townspeople already up from their siestas saw him and knew him to be Mike Sternes, foreman of one of the big upcountry outfits, and were incurious over his presence here.

  He had barely got his pipe going when another traveler appeared at the head of the street, coming in from the same direction Sternes had. This second man rode a roan horse. When he first saw the rider, Sternes took the pipe from his mouth, knocked the tobacco from it against the heel of his boot, and returned it to his pocket. His face settled into cool impassivity as the horseman neared and, almost abreast the hotel, reined to a stop. By that time Sternes had his feet off the rail and was sitting straighter than before.

  A brief and hostile glance passed between the two. Sternes’s stare at length moved off the man, apparently ignoring him, yet not far enough so that he couldn’t watch him out of the corner of his eye. The rider in the street smiled meagerly at the other’s apparent disinterest. He was a tall and handsome man, young and with deep sorrel hair, and he sat the saddle with a carelessness that was cocksure, almost defiant. Shortly he said in a quiet drawl that, despite its low tone, carried to the other: “Want to settle this now, Mike?” His right hand lay carelessly against the inside swell of the saddle, within easy hand spread of the low-slung holster thonged to his thigh.

  Sternes’s glance swung directly on him again. “Not now, Dallam,” was his slow answer.

  That sparse exchange of words was overheard by three men watching from the saloon down and across the street from the hotel. By the time Dallam had put his horse to that side of the street and entered the saloon, those three had left by the back door. Within five minutes every soul in town knew that Pete Dallam and Mike Sternes were finally within shooting distance of each other. And one and all decided that it would be wisest to stay indoors, out of range of any stray lead that might fly at any moment. For the feud of these two upcountry men had long passed the stage of threats; neither would talk about the other; both had sought a final and deciding meeting. It looked as though this might be it.

  The saloon remained empty except for a wary barkeeper whose anxiety must have showed on his face. For, as Dallam called for a bottle, he remarked: “Just stay set and you’ll be all right.”

  The apron nodded but slopped a little whiskey over the edge of the shot glass as he filled it for his unwanted customer.

  Dallam had three straight drinks before he sauntered back to the street door, went out, and leaned idly against the pushed-back window shutter. He looked across at Sternes, and there was a wicked deviltry on his handsome full face. He was this way when he drank, which was often.

  “Changed your mind, Mike?” he called presently.

  Sternes looked at him casually, then away, not bothering to reply.

  “Why put it off?” Dallam taunted. “You’ve saved up enough to pay the undertaker.”

  This time Sternes completely ignored him.

  With a low laugh, Dallam reentered the saloon. As he came back to the stained pine counter, he told the bartender: “The old bird’s hard to rile. I’ll hand him that much.”

  “Yes, Mister Dallam.”

  “What’s the matter, you scared?”

  “So bad I can taste it!”

  “I ought to be, too,” Dallam said, and reached again for the bottle. The orange wash of the sun’s last light was fading when the stage took the sharp rise up out of the sand and rumbled in toward the corral. By that time, Sternes had left his chair and was well down the street, almost to the arched gateway under the cottonwoods that marked the stage lot entrance. Dallam took a last quick drink, left the saloon, and rolled a smoke as he strode down the hard-packed dirt walk.

  Sternes came up onto the corral’s loading platform as the Concord’s high door swung open. He took off his curl-brimmed Stetson, said—“Cathy, you’re a sight for sore eyes! Glad you’re home.”—and reached up to help a slim, raven-haired girl down off the step.

  “You’re not half as glad as I am, Mike.” The girl gave Sternes her hand and a warm welcoming smile that let him know she meant what she said.

  The sheen of her hair and contrasting light blue eyes would have made Catherine Bishop striking-looking even if she lacked any semblance of prettiness. But she was quite pretty. Her good looks weren’t shallow, and, feature by feature, she wasn’t beautiful. Her mouth was a shade too wide for perfection, but it made the face all the more expressive. Her slender nose had the hint of an uptilt, not flawless but adding to the vivaciousness of her quick and usually merry eyes. Her ridiculously small but becoming blue hat was powdered with dust, as was her puff-sleeved print dress, but in spite of this badge of her desert journey she looked remarkably wellgroomed.

  Sternes stepped back for a better look at her, his expression mock sober. “Are them doodads what they’re wearin’ back East these . . . ?” He broke off when he saw she wasn’t listening. Turning, his glance following hers, he saw Dallam coming in the lot gate, and now his face turned genuinely grave. “I didn’t know he was comin’ or I’d have stayed away,” he said in a low voice.

  “Never mind, Mike,” was the girl’s quick answer. “But promise you won’t make trouble?”

  “Ma’am, I been a saint ever since he showed up. Reckon I can hold out.”

  “Thanks, Mike.”

  She left his side then, going out across the platform to meet Dallam. Sternes watched until Dallam gathered the girl in his arms. Then he swung around irritably, quickly, intending to unload her things from the big mail coach’s back boot.

  His move brought him jarring against a stranger alighting from the stage. “Watch who you’re pushin’!” he said angrily. The next moment he was looking closely at the man, his anger gone. The stranger laughed easily and said—“My fault.”—as he turned away.

  He was a tall man, heavy in the shoulders, and he had the look of a cowpuncher uncomfortable in his Sunday suit. As he moved away, Sternes noticed his dark-red hair. There were other things to notice about him—the ease with which he swung Cathy’s heavy trunk down off the boot board so as to get at his own war bag, his Texan’s drawl as he spoke a brief word to the hostler. Then Sternes’s interest lagged, for Dallam and Cathy were approaching.

  “You two are going to promise me you’ll be gentlemen tonight,” the girl said as she came up. “If you will, we can eat together before we start back.”

  “I’ll get my feed across . . .” Dallam began in a surly voice.

  “Pete,” Cathy cut in, “I’m asking you to do this for me!”

  He shrugged, said—“Sure, I’ll be good.”—and left her side, stepping around Sternes to go to the coach’s rear and reach for a suitcase in the boot marked with Cathy’s initials.

  In the act of lifting down the heavy bag, he saw the stranger and momentarily paused, eying the man carefully, a little surprised. He heard the stranger say to the hostler: “If you say I can make it tonight, I’ll get started. Is there a place here a man can get a good meal?”

  “Hotel up the street. We eat their grub.”

  “Then it’s good enough for me,” said the stranger, turning away. “See you later.”

  Dallam stood there, watching the man go out the gate. Then he asked the hostler: “Who is he?”

  “Y’ got me,” was the reply. “He’s hirin’ a jughead to get up to Ledge. Want me to hang onto the lady’s possibles till you get down to pick ’em up?”

  Dallam nodded and walked off, his glance still on the stranger disappearing into the dusk upstreet.

  The fact of the girl’s being with the two upcountry men when they went up to the hotel somewhat eased the worry of the townspeople. Still, they were curious and a good majority of the men presently gathered in the obscurity of the walk awning fronting an empty store next to the saloon. From its protective shadow they could look straight across and into the hotel’s shabby dining room and see something as unbelievable to them as it would be to most upcountry men when they heard about it. Pete Dallam and Mike Sternes were eating at the same table, and Frank Bishop’s daughter was sitting between them. They watched closely every mouthful of food taken by those three across the way; they saw every unheard word spoken during that meal, and, by the sparseness of the two men’s talk and the profuseness of the girl’s, they sensed what a strained feeling held the trio. When she finally rose from the table and left them, someone in the group under the awning breathed: “This is it.”

  But it wasn’t. Dallam and Sternes sat at the table coolly ignoring each other. Once it was apparent that they spoke. But even with that, neither made a threatening move. The watchers, knowing they were witnessing the unbelievable, took in every move of the two upcountry men.

  At length, Dallam left the table to appear a moment later on the verandah, where he stood long enough to roll and light a smoke before coming out onto the street. He headed for the saloon. But instead of going in there, he went to his roan, untied his reins from the pole, swung into the saddle, and rode out the head of the street. The rhythmic thud of his pony’s hoofs could be heard fading into the night’s stillness out the road that led to the hills.

  “That’s that,” a man in the crowd said, expelling his breath in eloquent relief.

  “Sternes is drivin’ her up in his rig,” said another. “No use in Dallam hangin’ around any longer.”

  Now the group began to break up slowly, a man or two drifting down the walk, a few more entering the saloon. But some stayed on. They saw the stranger who had come in on the late stage, who had also eaten in the hotel but left before Dallam, ride past on a horse they recognized as belonging to Hank Snyder, the stage yard hostler; it was a grulla gelding Snyder didn’t often use himself, an animal gone splay-foot from age and neglected hoof care.

  It was less than ten minutes after Dallam had ridden away that Sternes came out of the hotel and went across to the saloon. Now the last remnant of the small crowd left the walk, most of it going into the bar where they expected they would find Sternes and maybe get him to talk. But he wasn’t there. The barkeep announced that Sternes had left by the alley door after a quick drink. He hadn’t said where he was going.

  Some time later, not long, the hotel owner came across to ask for Sternes.

  “Gone,” the barkeep told him.

  “Gone where? The girl’s across there ready to go.”

  “He didn’t say.”

  The hotel man glanced at the others. “Any of you see where he . . . ?”

  The faint but sharp echo of a gunshot rode in out of the night. Every man in the saloon faced the door. Before anyone could move, four more quick-timed and muted explosions sounded. Then the night was still, the utter lack of sound strangely ominous.

  “That came from over east,” someone said sharply.

  As though they had been waiting for the silence to end and release them, men made for the saloon’s street door, hurried out onto the walk, and into the street. Gathered there, facing east, they listened again.

  From across the street Cathy Bishop called: “Who was doing the shooting?”

  The hotel man left the others and went across and onto the verandah where she stood. They heard him say: “We don’t know yet, ma’am. Sternes is gone. No one seems to know where he went.”

  Two men left the crowd now and ran down to the stage corral after horses. The rest started up the street afoot, headed out the trail.

  They found the bodies lying beside the trail less than a mile from town along a rocky hill slope. It was gruesome enough without the light of the lantern someone brought along later. Sternes lay to one side of the trail, face down, his upper body and head hanging over a low shelf of rock and his .45 still clutched in his hand. The shirt along his back was torn and splotched with crimson where a single bullet had gone through him from the front.

  They threw a coat over Dallam when they first looked at him by the light of the lantern. There was nothing left of his face.


  Chapter Two

  Pleasant City’s jail was hot and dark, smelly, too. U.S. Commissioner Guilford stopped in the doorway as he took his first breath of the foul air. “Isn’t there a window you can open in here?” he queried.

  The fat sheriff, who had gone in ahead of Guilford and was now only faintly visible in the gloom between the cell rows, stopped and took the chewed stub of a cigar from his mouth. “I told you we was makin’ sure of him,” he said. “We bricked up the window.”

  “How does he get air?”

  “The chimney.” The sheriff indicated with a jerk of his fat hand a hole in the roof just inside the jail office doorway, adding: “I’ll leave that door open if you say.”

  “No. Close it when you go out.” Guilford was curt, for he was beginning to dislike heartily this representative of the law. Now that his eyes had focused to the feebler light, he could see well enough. He noted with a dry inner amusement the way the sheriff stopped and drew his gun before approaching the end cell to the left.

  “Inside or out?” the sheriff queried. “If you go in, I’ll have to lock the door on you.”

  “I’ll go in.”

  “You got a lot of faith in your luck.” The sheriff unlocked the cell door and pulled it open. “Mathiot!” he bawled. “Here’s a gent wants to see you.” The commissioner knew then that the sheriff was afraid.

  A shape stirred on the cot in the deep shadow of the cell’s back wall. “Send him away,” said a slow-drawling voice.

  “Not this one, I don’t,” the sheriff told him. “This’s a federal commissioner. Looks like Uncle Sam’s interested in you, too.”

  Guilford had come in close behind the sheriff and now looked at the man on the cot and moved his head in a brief negative. He wasn’t sure the prisoner understood until Mathiot said dryly: “You don’t say. What’s on his mind?”

  “I’ll let him talk.” The sheriff motioned Guilford on in, closed, and locked the door. “Sing out if he gives you any trouble,” were his parting words as he turned and moved his ample weight back up the corridor and into his office.

  When that far door was closed, Guilford looked down at the man on the cot and with an effort kept a straight face as he said: “This time you’ve really done it.”

  The prisoner stood up now, topping the commissioner’s generous height by a full half head. He held out his hand. The smile that came to his lean, beard-stubbled face was infectious. “The devil looks after his own,” he drawled.

  Guilford ignored that remark and the other’s proffered hand. “Sit down, Streak. We’ve got a lot to talk over.”

  Streak Mathiot sighed, but his grin didn’t relax. He ran his hand through his thatch of curly black hair, the move drawing Guilford’s attention to the mark that gave the man his name. It was a streak of pure gray hair patterning the black from the hairline on the forehead back over the top of the head. That mark of advancing age, belied by a young and bronzed face, had made most men who knew Mathiot forget his given name, which was Ned. Guilford himself wouldn’t have known it but for having just seen it on the warrant in the sheriff’s office. “Don’t tell me you’re here to try and reform me,” Mathiot said. “First they sent in two deputies to try it. Then . . .”

  “I know. One of them is still laid up,” Guilford cut in.

  Mathiot gave a brief shrug and went on: “Then the Baptist preacher. Wants me to join the church. Told him I never learned to swim.”

  “Streak, this is serious. Will you listen?”

  Mathiot’s smile faded. His face became sharp-planed and more mature. “I’ll listen,” he said.

  “They’ve got enough against you to keep you here for years.”

  “I know. But I’ve figured a way to break out.”

  Guilford winced at this reminder of the other’s capabilities. He decided to ignore it and went on: “You’re being held without bail. The man you tossed around is still unconscious.”

  “Good. They hadn’t told me. He was a cheap glory hunter. We were having a quiet game of cards when he came in and went on the prod because I packed an iron. Shucks, I could’ve drawn on him.”

  “Regardless of why you gave him that beating, he’s the son of a very influential man here. In addition to assault and battery, they’ve got charges against you of willful destruction of property, resisting a peace officer, and illegal possession of a firearm.”

  “I didn’t ask his compadres to tie into me and wreck the place. That possession of firearms is a laugh. Half those jaspers were packing irons and tried to use ’em on me. As for that hog-fat fool out front . . .” Mathiot ended with an eloquent shrug.

  “All right, I can appreciate your feelings. But you’re in trouble . . . bad trouble.”

  “I’ll get out of it.”

  “Break out?” Guilford laughed dryly. “They’ll slap a reward on you.”

  “Then I’ll drift. Always did aim to go up and look over that Wyoming country.”

  “No, Streak. Your only chance is to clear yourself legally.”

  “They won’t even set bail. How can I?”

  “There’s a way,” Guilford said. “But when you do get out, you’ve got to settle down and quit raising so much hell.”

  “I’ve tried, but something like this always seems to happen.”

  “You’re too willing to let it.”

  “Maybe.”

  “Streak, will you take a job?” Guilford queried abruptly.

  Mathiot shrugged. “I could use one.

  “Not a riding job. One with me. As a deputy U.S. marshal.”

  Mathiot was incredulous. His blue-gray eyes opened wide. “Me a tin star?” He laughed softly. “And you want me to stay out of trouble.”

  “You’d have to be careful what trouble you got into. It would teach you how to use your head instead of your hands.”

  “Thanks, I’ll stick with the hands.”

  “Then you’re turning me down?”

  “Correct.”

  “Think again. Take this job and I’ll get you out of here. I have a blank warrant. I’ll tell the sheriff you’re wanted on a federal charge. He’ll be glad to get rid of you. You need never see him or this town again.”

  “No dice, Guilford.”

  “You sided Ed Church for years. He was a deputy marshal.”

  “Is, not was. Ed’s gone soft. Must be that touch of red in his hair.”

  “No, Ed was a deputy marshal,” Guilford said quietly.

  Something in his tone laid an impassive cast over Mathiot’s face. “So you fired him?”

  “No. And he didn’t quit.”

  “He’s . . . ?” Mathiot stopped there.

  Guilford nodded. “I’m afraid so, Streak.”

  “How did it happen?” Mathiot asked tonelessly.

  “Two weeks ago I sent him up into Peñasco County to investigate a sheep war. He was to report twice a week. I haven’t heard from him since he started across Dry Reach.”

  All the pleasantness had gone out of Mathiot’s face now. It was sharp-lined even with its three-day-old beard, almost threatening. “Ed had his own ways of operating. He may be hoping to wind up the job in a hurry before he lets you know how he came out.”

  “That couldn’t be. His instructions were definite. He’s either in trouble or . . .”

  “Dead?”

  “Dead.”

  Mathiot reached automatically to a shirt pocket, took out a sack of tobacco dust, and built a smoke. Then he automatically handed the makings to Guilford as he said: “I can go into that country without your law badge.”

  “You can’t. That’s the price I ask for getting you out of this. Either go in there to do a job for me, or break out of here and have the law hound you clear of the country. That way you’ll never know what happened to Ed.”

  Mathiot smiled crookedly. “You make a close trade, friend.”

  “Admitted. But I send you in there with the authority to hunt down the man or men responsible for Ed’s death . . . if he is dead.”

  “Why not go yourself?”

  “I’m known there. This job calls for someone who isn’t.”

  “You’ve got other men.”

  “Not the right kind. Not a one who knew Ed the way you did.”

  There was a moment’s silence. Then Mathiot asked: “How much do I get to work on?”

  “Nothing except the orders I gave Ed. He was sent in to check on giving a sheep outfit a permit to drive through a government cattle lease. A man by the name of Dallam is the one running the sheep. Frank Bishop, an old friend of mine, wants to keep the sheep out.”

  “That’s all?”

  “We know that Ed took the stage at Johnsville and headed across Dry Reach for Agua Verde. That was two weeks ago and no word from him yet. I was stumped on what to do until I heard they were holding you in jail over here in Pleasant City.”

  Streak took a pull at his cigarette. “Am I on my own if I take the job?”

  “Completely. Maybe before it’s over you’ll wish you weren’t.”

  Streak looked down at his smoke, dropped it, ground it under his boot heel. “It’s a deal, Guilford. Get me out of here.”

  “Sheriff!” Guilford called.

  Shortly the lawman trudged down the corridor.

  “This is the man I’m after,” Guilford told him. “I even got a confession out of him.”

  The sheriff’s glance widened. “The devil you say. What’s he wanted for?”

  “Murder. He’ll probably hang.”

  “Fine! Fine! You’re savin’ us the expense of doin’ the same.” The sheriff looked at his prisoner with gloating beady eyes. “Want to take him along now?”

  “When does the westbound come through?”

  “Right away. I heard her whistlin’ the station just as I come in here.”

  “Then let’s get a move on.” Guilford turned to Mathiot. Taking a pair of handcuffs from his back pocket, he said tersely: “Hold out your hands.”

  Streak stood up and let his wrists be manacled.

  “Better put a gun on him,” the sheriff advised as he backed away from the door to let Mathiot out.

  “I can handle him.”

  Guilford followed his pretended prisoner up the corridor and into the office.

  They stopped there when Mathiot said: “You’ve got some things of mine, fatso.”

  Guilford looked at the sheriff, whose face colored at the name Mathiot called him. Going to his roll-top desk, the lawman opened a drawer and took out a wallet, a watch, and some small change. “Count it,” he growled as he handed it to Mathiot.

  “You’ve forgotten something, fatso.” Mathiot nodded to the gun rack over the desk, pocketing his possessions.

  The sheriff’s color deepened. “Why, you . . .”

  “Give it to the commissioner,” Mathiot’s quiet drawl cut in.

  The sheriff reluctantly reached down a filled shell belt from which hung a worn holster sheathing a horn-handled Colt. “Thanks,” was Mathiot’s sparse word as the gun was handed to Guilford.

  “We’ll have to hurry. Thanks for your help, Sheriff,” the commissioner said briefly. He pushed Mathiot out the street door and into the hot bright sunlight.


  Chapter Three

  The Agua Verde stage was late. It was dark when the two teams of Morgans, played out from the last twenty desert miles, hauled the heavy Concord into the stage lot. Hank Snyder, who came out to help the driver put the fresh relays into harness, carried a lantern.

  Only one passenger was leaving the stage here. Because he had lost an hour in a sandstorm and would have to make up part of it on the next leg of his trip, the driver was in a hurry and let that passenger heave his baggage down out of the boot himself. It consisted of a sacked saddle and a war bag.

  The driver was a little reluctant to lose this fare, for he had enjoyed the stranger’s company and appreciated the help the man had given. During the bad blow out there on Dry Reach, for instance, the two of them had held the spooked teams easily where the driver alone would have had a tough time of it. Afterward, the stranger had ridden the top seat. It wasn’t often the driver let anyone ride there with him, less frequent that he talked much when he had a seat mate. But he and the stranger had found a lot to say to each other. They’d had some good laughs, too, for the stranger had some tall tales and a dry wit and, best of all, didn’t ask a lot of fool questions.

  If the driver had been told that he had given his passenger an exceedingly accurate impression of the upcountry and its people, particularly as concerned the town of Ledge, he would have denied it indignantly, for he prided himself on being a close-mouthed man. Yet such was the case. The stranger hadn’t put so much as one direct question. But in the hard ten-mile haul after the storm, while the going was slow and there wasn’t much rein work, their talk had drifted into the details of a certain double killing that had taken place about two weeks ago near Agua Verde. The stranger had spoken of several shoot-outs he had witnessed or heard about. Not wanting to be outdone and hoping to impress his passenger, the driver had mentioned a sheep/cattle war that was threatening to flare out in the hill country near Ledge. The killing had resulted from that. Only trouble was, he had admitted finally, the war seemed to be petering out. For Pete Dallam was dead now, and Dallam had been the man bringing in the sheep.

  So, before he ever saw Agua Verde himself, Streak Mathiot knew almost every detail pertinent to the happenings on the night Ed Church had reached the town. Not yet, however, did Streak know that the shoot-out and Church’s arrival had taken place on the same night.

  Now, finished with harnessing his fresh teams, the driver took the time to see that the hostler and the passenger he was losing got acquainted. “Treat him right, Hank,” he told Snyder as he climbed to his seat atop the coach. He assumed, rightly, that Streak might be wanting to hire a horse.

  As the stage rolled out the desert end of the street, the rattle of its iron-tired wheels fading into the distance, Streak mentioned his wants: “There’ll be a moon tonight and I might as well go on. How much’ll it set me back to hire a horse to get me up to Ledge?”

  Snyder frowned. He was remembering the driver’s parting word, and the driver was to be trusted. But Snyder had had a recent unfortunate experience that was too fresh in his mind to be ignored. When he answered, he made his reluctance plain. “Two dollars a day for the horse. Then you get as far as you’re goin’, turn him loose, and he’ll find his way back. But you’ll have to leave a ten-dollar deposit.”

  “Ten?” Streak drawled. He was surprised and showed it. It went without saying that they hung a horse thief here the same as they did on any other range. “Wouldn’t four be more like it? Two days at the most. I’d turn your jughead loose and he’d be back sometime tomorrow. I’m only using him as far as Ledge.”

  “It ain’t that I don’t trust you,” Snyder was quick to say. “But a couple weeks ago a stranger come through here, hired a horse, and took it with him for keeps. It ain’t that I lost much. The nag was an old grulla gone splay-foot. But I hate like thunder to have something like that put over on me.”

  Excitement flowed suddenly through Streak as he asked: “What did he look like, this stranger?”

  “Not as tall as you. Easy-talkin’, duded up a little. Said he was headed for Ledge, the same as you.” Snyder’s glance narrowed. “Why you askin’?”

  Streak shrugged. “No reason. I heard ’em talking about a horse thief over across the desert. Only he was a sawed-off ranny missing a couple of fingers on his right hand, so they said. Must’ve worked for a railroad once.”

  “That wasn’t him.”

  Snyder did some quick thinking then, remembering something that changed his idea on hiring the stranger a horse. Abruptly he said: “Come to think of it, I’ll let you have a horse for nothin’. There was a killin’ out east of here the same night that stranger got away with my jughead. Two men from over Ledge way shot it out and afterward we had the devil of a time findin’ one of their horses. It was Dallam’s roan. The horse showed up over at Two Forks a few days ago minus his hull, so they brought him across here for me to send up to Dallam’s place. I ain’t had the time to take him yet. You could save me a trip by takin’ him up to Ledge.”

  “Anything you say,” Streak replied. “Where do I leave him?”

  “The feed barn’ll do. I’ll send along a note for you to give to the man there and they can come in and pick him up. How soon you want to leave?”

  “Soon as I can put on the feedbag.”

  Snyder nodded. “Four doors up the street on this side. The food ain’t any too good, but it’s fillin’.”

  He watched Streak walk out of the lot and up the street, still puzzled by his hunch that Streak’s query regarding that other stranger hadn’t been quite as casual as it was meant to be.

  After taking a long interval making up his mind to something, Snyder went back around the corral to the harness shack and hung his lantern from a nail on a roof stringer. He spent a minute rummaging through the odds and ends in an old and dusty leather-covered trunk in the shack’s far corner, finally finding what he wanted, the stub of a pencil, a sheet of paper, and a soiled envelope. Then he squatted in front of a small packing box and, in the light of the lantern, composed a brief message. He put a lot of thought to what he was writing, for he considered it important. Finished with it, he put the paper in the envelope and sealed the flap. On the envelope he wrote the name: Tom Buchwalter.

  He was sitting beside his lantern at one end of the big log watering trough when Streak came in off the street about twenty minutes later. Tied to the hitch rail a few feet away stood Pete Dallam’s Fencerail-branded roan, wearing Streak’s saddle.

  “All set,” the hostler said as Streak came up. He held out the envelope. “Leave this with the man at the barn in Ledge. He’ll give it to Buchwalter. I’ve explained in there about Dallam’s hull bein’ lost. We may find it later.”

  Streak pocketed the envelope, thanked Snyder for the horse, and was about to swing up into the saddle when he hesitated. “About this horse thief . . . You say he came through the night of that killing?”

  The hostler nodded. “Came in on the stage with the Bishop girl . . . Frank Bishop’s daughter. The two men that shot it out, Dallam and old Mike Sternes, was down here to meet her.”

  “And this stranger just rode out and never came back?”

  “Yep. I was out three days later tryin’ to pick up his sign. But we’d had a blow meantime and the trails was pretty well sifted over.”

  Snyder waited for another question, sure now that he’d made a shrewd guess on this stranger’s interest in the horse thief. He was glad he’d written Buchwalter that note. But Streak didn’t have any more questions. He went up into the saddle easily, well seated before the roan, ornery from nearly a week in the corral, tried to pitch him off. Snyder, watching this big man top off the spirited animal, couldn’t help but admire the ease with which the job was accomplished without the use of spurs or a heavy hand on the bit. Finally Streak reined over to Snyder, the roan well in hand. “Much obliged for the free ride,” he said.

  “Glad to help.” Lifting a hand in answer to Streak’s parting salute, Snyder watched the big man leave the lot and put the roan up the street. He grinned broadly when he began thinking of the favor he’d done Buchwalter, the late Pete Dallam’s foreman. He wasn’t exactly sure what that favor consisted of but, as an ex-Fencerail man, he’d followed out the instructions Tom Buchwalter had given him two weeks ago after the double inquest. He wondered just what sort of trouble this second stranger would run into in Ledge once Buchwalter got that note.


  Chapter Four

  Bill Paight rode down out of the westward hills a little after 11:00 that night, picking up the lights of Ledge in the valley trough close below. There were only a few at this late hour, made feeble against the light of the waning moon. The valley stood out in clear relief, rugged, even the lower tiers of hills solidly timbered. The chill air had a bite to it on this midsummer night, giving a strong hint of the hard winters a man would find here. It bore a blending of fragrant pine scent and dust, the latter reminding Paight that unless rain came soon the haystacks in the pasture of the hill ranches would be a good bit smaller than in past years.

  He never tired of the broad vista of the valley that lay before him at this point, a scant mile from town. There weren’t many open places in these foothills where a man could get the proper perspective of the country. But here the twenty-mile breadth of the valley swept uninterruptedly from horizon to horizon. Westward, behind him, there ran a low line of foothills. To the east were mountains, gently rounded, broken at a point midway on the horizon by the broad saddle of the pass above Elbow Lake. Off to his left, close in the north, towered the sheer and jagged line of the Arrowheads, appropriately named because their harsh and sharply upthrust shoulders formed an impassable barrier to block that end of the valley. The whole bore an almost forbidding look; there was nothing soft about this country. And now Bill Paight again experienced the old feeling that had seven years ago prompted him to stay on here, a deep stubbornness, a feeling that the country offered man a challenge to wrest a living from it. Well, he had made a living out of it. Not as a brand owner but as a top hand rider for an outfit that was itself involved in a grim struggle to survive. That outfit was the late Pete Dallam’s Fencerail.

  Had Paight been asked to explain his ride tonight, he couldn’t honestly have done so. He had come down across Fencerail’s meadow all of two hours ago, knowing only that he was too restless to sleep, even to sit idly by the bunkhouse with the others. He had been held by this nervousness ever since that day, now two weeks gone, when the news of Pete Dallam’s death had reached the layout. So tonight he had saddled a pony and started out, feeling the urge to work off some of the nervous energy that was in him. He had swung off toward Prenn’s place, then away from it at the prospect of being stumped for a reason for making the call on his neighbor. He guessed it was about time to move on to another country; the fiddle-footedness was on him again and that meant his days here were numbered. Yet he didn’t want to go. He had found the valley a good place. He hadn’t even minded this recent trouble or the fact that the outfit he worked for had gone over to sheep.

  Bill wondered what had drawn him down here to town and, asking himself, knew the answer at once. It was Laura Dallam, Pete’s sister, who had arrived a week ago. Buchwalter had sent him down to Agua Verde in the buggy to meet her and drive her to Ledge where she was to stay. Bill had spent a good share of each day since thinking back on that long thirty-mile drive with Laura Dallam that night. There had been a full moon and the country hadn’t looked as dry in that favoring light as it was really. In fact, the night had been quite romantic.

  He’d started out by telling her how sorry he was over what had happened to Pete. In a few words, she had accepted his sympathy and then tactfully hinted that she would prefer not to have the subject brought up again. There hadn’t been any tears, even as much as a break in her voice, and she had spoken of Pete in a strange offhand way, in quite a contradictory way, for Bill had since found her to be sensitive in other things. So they’d just talked, talked of a lot of things and nothing in particular. Even now he couldn’t define the girl’s attraction. She was plain-looking, so much so that the prospect of the long ride with her had at first seemed more a chore than a pleasure. But she had shortly changed his mind. Once the first strangeness of their being together wore off, she became a wholly different person. She had been almost vivacious, and, when she laughed, it was with an abandon and a husky throatiness he found so pleasant that he had tried to think up ways of making her laugh again. He had found her strangely reticent about her past, but had assumed it was probably because so much of that past concerned Pete.

  Since that night Bill had seen Laura only twice, both times briefly. But it hadn’t been his imagining that changed her from her ordinary and distant self to a warmly attractive girl in his presence. Tom Buchwalter had noticed it, had even said: “You seem to get on better than anyone else with Pete’s sister. So it’s your job to handle any business we’ve got with her.” Because he knew Buchwalter was speaking the truth, because he knew he had the power to transform this exceedingly plain girl into another person, Bill Paight was a little awed and even afraid. The truth lying behind all this recent restlessness in him was that he was on the verge of falling in love. He hadn’t yet made that admission to himself.

  Now that he was here, within a mile of town, he had a moment in which he felt exceedingly foolish. He couldn’t, of course, see Laura Dallam at this time of night. Yet that hope had brought him here; the possibility that he might catch a glimpse of her, maybe sitting on the hotel verandah or even crossing the lobby toward the back hallway that led to her room, had been in his mind. But because he wouldn’t admit to himself that she was the sole reason for his having ridden so far, he said aloud to his pony—“We could both use a drink, couldn’t we?”—and tried to relish the prospect of a drink at the Pride’s bar.

  That brought up an unpleasant thought. Supposing some of Bishop’s riders were in town and at the Pride? It was the middle of the week and Crescent B usually hit town on Saturday, but still there was the possibility that one or two of Bishop’s riders might be hanging around the bar. Bill had made his feelings pretty open where they were concerned; he had that habit of speaking his mind. It hadn’t yet reached the point where one of them would shoot at him on sight. On the other hand, he couldn’t expect them to be friendly. “The devil with ’em,” he muttered, and touched his pony with spur to go on down the trail.

  It was the Pride he headed for when he rode down the crooked, narrow street. He passed the hotel, giving it only a brief glance that showed the verandah and lobby deserted and the night lamp already on.

  When his glance went on down the street again, it was to see a rider on a vaguely familiar long-legged horse turning in off the street toward the ramp of the feed barn. As that rider came within the circle of light shed by the runway lantern, Bill recognized Pete Dallam’s roan horse. Instantly a wave of wariness and curiosity threaded his nerves. He lifted his pony to a quick trot, calling out—“You there! Hold on!”—realizing too late how foolish he might appear in a minute or two. There must be some logical explanation for a stranger to be riding Pete’s horse; still, the animal had been missing two weeks and Bill wanted to know why.

  He was turning up the ramp, the stranger having paused near the head of it and turned the roan to face him, when at the outward limit of his vision he sensed the Pride’s swing doors opening and someone coming into the walk across there. Bill forgot this last as he halted below the stranger. He was seeing a tall, solid-looking man with a lean and pleasant face, a man with a generous span of shoulder and a careless but sure way of sitting the saddle. It bothered Bill a little that he had to look up at the stranger as he queried, too sharply: “Where’d you get that jughead?”

  The stranger’s brows went up. Then he smiled, and with that assurance all the tension went out of Paight.

  “You must be a Fencerail hand,” Streak drawled, adding: “I got him down at the corral at Agua Verde. Here’s a letter I was supposed to give to Tom Buchwalter. You him?”

  “No,” Bill said. “Where’d Snyder pick him up?”

  Streak was about to answer when a voice said sharply out of the street: “Feelin’ salty tonight, Paight?”

  Bill Paight’s head came around to face the voice. He saw Sid Riggs, Bishop’s new foreman, and two other new Crescent B men walking slowly toward the bottom of the ramp. He knew at once that they had spotted him from the Pride and he knew what they intended.

  He swung aground slowly, thankful for at least one thing: that he hadn’t worn his gun tonight. And now, facing the prospect of a severe beating—they would make a good job of it—he felt a high recklessness, almost glad for what was coming. With a slap on his pony’s rump that sent the animal on up the ramp and into the head of the barn’s long runway, he faced the trio.

  “Salty enough,” he said, and narrowly eyed Riggs, the nearest.

  Streak, witnessing this and only halfway understanding it, felt a growing admiration for the man who had accosted him so curtly a few moments ago. He didn’t know who the three men, facing Paight, were but guessed they might be Bishop riders; he had talked with the hotel owner down at Agua Verde and completed a fairly accurate picture of the trouble that had been plaguing the Ledge range. His admiration of Paight’s nerve was heightened when he saw that Riggs was a big man, almost as tall as himself and a good bit heavier, and that the other two were both of a size that would more than match Paight’s spareness and medium height. Streak sensed something of the rashness that was in Paight, knew, too, what the outcome of this encounter would certainly be. Because he found he liked Paight, he looked down at Riggs and drawled: “Wouldn’t one at a time make it more interesting?”

  “You want to buy into this?” came Riggs’s cool query. “You one of his sidekicks? If you are, climb down. We’re invitin’ all Fencerail takers.”

  “Stay where you are, friend,” Paight said to Streak, and suddenly lunged in at Riggs, whose attention was still off him.

  The solid smack of his knuckles against Riggs’s jaw sounded in the stillness. Riggs stumbled backward a step, shook his head to clear it, and lifted his arms to guard his face. Then the others came in at Paight, one from each side, swinging for his face. He ignored the one on his right and, arms crossed to shield his face, went in headfirst at the other, driving in two quick stabs at his opponent’s stomach. Streak heard the man grunt as those blows told. Then the other swung a boot, heeled Paight hard above the hip in the side, and threw him off balance. Both men hit Paight again as he fell sideways, and rolled in the dust.

  Riggs had shaken off the effects of that first hard blow and stepped in as the Fencerail man went down and tried to roll clear. Riggs kicked out savagely, the toe of his boot driving into Paight’s chest. Paight groaned and struggled to get up. Then Riggs jumped on him, knees in his back, driving him into the dust again.
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