



[image: ]





        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    

The
Fighting Four

MAX BRAND

[image: ]

a division of F+W Media, Inc.





I — THE ELKDALE BANK

THE FIRST NATIONAL BANK of Elkdale was robbed at two thirty in the afternoon of an early spring day. It was still so early in the season that it was possible to see a flush of green on the lower slopes of the hills, and the head of Iron Mountain, in the farther distance, was snow-hooded far down to the breadth of the shoulders.

It was a still, hushed afternoon, with thin clouds chasing one another cheerfully across the sky, and the air above the earth perfectly motionless except when a little whirlpool started in the increasing heat and sucked up a whirling pyramid of dust.

At two o’clock that afternoon Oliver Wayland, the cashier of the First National, took advantage of a moment when there was no customer in the building and went into the office of the president, William Rucker, carrying a big, flat parcel under his arm.

Rucker was a burly, fierce old man, and he looked up with a scowl at the interruption; but when he saw the fragile form of his cashier, the lean, handsome face, and the big, pale structure of the brow, he turned his scowl into a smile. He liked his cashier. He liked him so well that he was pleased by the approaching marriage between Wayland and his daughter, May Rucker.

Wayland pulled the wrapping paper of the parcel away and revealed a big, framed photograph, saying:

“This came in the mail today, Mr. Rucker. I suppose we’ll put it on the wall, and I wanted to ask you where.”

He held up before the eyes of Rucker the photograph, which showed a tall man with big shoulders and a patiently smiling face standing at the side of a great stallion which had his head thrown high and looked a challenge from the picture.

Under the photograph was written, in a bold, strong hand, these words: “From the town of Crow’s Nest to every lover of justice and law in the West. We hope the face of Jim Silver, who saved us, will become just as well known as his life.”

Rucker looked at the photograph silently for a moment. He was a rough fellow, was Rucker. He had not been a banker all his days. He had begun his days by working on a ranch, and he still knew the working end of a hunting knife or a Colt revolver. He stuck out his big, square jaw and scowled again.

“A picture of Jim Silver, eh?” said he. “What the devil is he doing? Running himself for office? Dog catcher, or something?”

“Not dog catcher,” said the cashier. “Wolf catcher would be more like it.”

“It would, would it?” asked Rucker. “I suppose that you’re in favor of cluttering up the wall space of the bank with pictures like this?”

“A picture of Jim Silver,” said the cashier, “would look good to me, no matter where it might be hung.”

“Well,” said Rucker, “what the devil good does a picture like that do?”

It was, at this time, about twenty minutes before the robbery of the bank took place, and there was a touch of prophecy in the voice of Wayland as he answered:

“Well, I think that crooks would go more slowly if they saw a picture of Jim Silver. And every honest man would feel that he had one friend in the world. After all, honesty is what a bank wants to encourage.”

“Jim Silver,” remarked the bank president, “has done more for law and order than any other man in the West, I suppose. There’s only one thing you can be sure of — that he’d hate to see his pictures of himself being spread around the countryside. But you can’t blame that town of Crow’s Nest for wanting to make a fuss about him. Go hang that picture up where everybody can see it, will you?”

“I’ll hang it up where I can have a good look at it myself every minute of the day,” said Wayland.

“Why?” asked Rucker curiously. “Why d’you want to look at it yourself, Oliver?”

“Because,” answered Wayland slowly, as though he were thinking out the thing for himself bit by bit, “because thinking about a fellow like Jim Silver helps any man to do his duty. Helps any man to be ready to die on the job.”

“What’s the matter?” asked Rucker. “Are you afraid of robbers?”

“There’s more hard cash in our safe than we have a right to keep there,” answered Wayland.

“Are you afraid of it?” exclaimed Rucker. “I’m the one to say how much is safe with us. Now trot along and get to your work. Don’t dictate bank policies to me, young man!”

The temper of Rucker was always uncertain, As it exploded this time, with a roar, Wayland retreated from the office to the outer corridor that ran past the windows of the bank.

Rucker would get over his temper before long. But the fact was that the safe was old and worthless, and inside of it there was over a half million in cash. Wayland had reason to worry about it; Rucker had even better reason.

Wayland got a chair, pulled it close to the wall facing his cashier’s window, and then, climbing onto the chair, he tacked up the photograph of Jim Silver and Silver’s horse, Parade. Hal Parson, the ruddy old janitor, who stood by to assist, delayed matters by dropping his handful of nails when they were wanted. As Wayland got down from the chair, he smelled the pungency of Parson’s breath, and said to him in a low tone:

“Hal, you’re tight again.”

“Tight?” answered Hal Parson. “Who says that I’m tight? I’ll break the jaw of the gent that calls me tight.”

“I say you’re tight,” answered the cashier. “You’re full of whisky. It’s the second time this month that you’ve had your skin full. And I warned you the other day that the very next break would be the last one.”

The janitor lowered his big head like a bull about to charge. He made no answer, because he knew that the young, pale-faced cashier was his best friend in the world.

“I ought to march you into the office of Mr. Rucker right now,” went on Wayland. “I ought to let him see your condition, because a fellow like you is not safe around a bank. Remember what I’m telling you. I’m responsible for the way the things go on in this bank — outside of the president’s office. And I can’t let this happen to you again. Now go out and run some cold water over your head. Then come back, and I’ll take a look at you.”

The janitor went off, his head down, growling to himself. And the cashier turned his head and saw a girl in a straw hat and straw-colored dress smiling toward him as she stood with her hand on the knob of the door of the president’s office.

That was May Rucker. He went to her happily. She was a rather plain girl. When she grew older, she would look a bit too much like her big-jawed father. But at the moment she had the beauty of youth and much smiling, and she had a good, steady pair of eyes that would never grow old or dim.

“What’s the matter, Oliver?” she asked him. “Is there something wrong with poor old Hal Parson again?”

“You know what’s generally wrong with him,” said the cashier. “I like him as much as you do, but he’s got to reform!”

“I’ll take him in hand,” said the girl. “He’s done a lot for me. If I talk to him, maybe he’ll do something for himself.”

She gave Wayland her smile again and went on into her father’s office, while the cashier turned back down the corridor and went toward his own cage, which contained the great, old-fashioned safe. He never looked at that safe without wondering how the yeggs who had traveled the West in search of easy marks had not picked out this as a choice opportunity.

He was thinking, as he walked, that life was simple for him — a straight path to a goal that could not fail to be reached, unless he died suddenly. He could not help marrying May Rucker. She could not help inheriting her father’s interest in the bank. And so the whole business would one day rest entirely in his hands.

He felt that he would be competent to handle the affairs of the community. He did not look upon banking as a means of bleeding patrons who were in debt to the institution. He looked upon banking as a means of pumping lifeblood through a developing region. And he felt that he knew the men and the industries which were worth support in that part of the world. He had been a cowpuncher, lumberjack, and various other things. It was chiefly his lack of physical strength that had forced him to take up clerical work. Half of his nature was still out roaming the highlands or riding the desert ranges.

So he turned into his big cage, fenced around with the bronze-gilt bars of steel. And again his glance fell on the old safe. He shook his head, as he nearly always did when he looked toward the old, inefficient structure.

He looked out of the rear window over the roofs of the town toward the big sea of the mountains, made dark by the rugged growth of the pines.

They seemed to him to be in motion, sweeping toward the town of Elkdale. A strange sense of gloom came slowly over the heart of the cashier as he got back on his stool before his barred window.

This was only a little over five minutes before the bank was robbed.





II — THE ROBBERY

AT THIS TIME, four riders came jogging quietly down the main street of Elkdale and dismounted in front of the watering troughs that were lined up before the general-merchandise store of P. V. Wilkie. The horses at once stretched their heads toward the water, but one of the four, the smallest man of the lot, with a pinched, rat-like face, gathered the reins and jerked on them to keep the heads of the horses in the air.

Those horses wanted water, and since the riders had just come into town, there was no good reason why they would have to be kept from it, unless the riders expected to be leaving the town again at high speed before many minutes had passed. However, none of the idlers in the street paid any attention, neither did they notice the way in which Jimmy Lovell presently pretended to tether the horses to the hitch rack and made no progress in his work.

In the meantime, the other three went down to the corner, turned across the street, and walked back up the other side of it to the big double doors that opened into the First National Bank of Elkdale, where half a million dollars in cash rested in the safe.

Joe Mantry was young, light-stepping, handsome. He was as reckless as a bull-terrier puppy, and he had the light of a fighting terrier in his brown eyes. Dave Lister was tall, and had a long, pale face. The leader, Phil Bray, was a handsome fellow in a way, but there seemed to be something missing from the corner of his face; one could hardly say what.

It was Bray who walked ahead of the others to the cashier’s window and laid the barrel of a big Colt   .45 on the sill of the window.

“Shove up your hands and keep your mouth shut,” said Bray.

In the banking room there was only one other man, the teller. He was a grizzled man with only one leg. The lack of a leg was what kept him inside a bank instead of out in the mountains.

Dave Lister covered the teller.

Poor Oliver Wayland looked up at the savage eyes of the robber who was before him, and above the head of Phil Bray to the picture which his own hands had lately nailed against the wall at a convenient level. He saw there the smiling, good-looking face of Jim Silver, looking far too young for the fame which he had won. Wayland had nailed up the picture, thinking that this would be an example to him and to the others in the bank. Silver was the sort of a man who preferred death to a failure in any line of duty.

Now what would he, Oliver Wayland, do?

He thought of duty and honor — but when he thought of moldering death, he thought also of young May Rucker.

“You fool, get your mitts up,” said Phil Bray.

Slowly the cashier raised his hands.

May Rucker and the sweetness of life — that was what he thought of.

From the tail of his eye he saw the old teller standing, reaching his hands toward the ceiling. In the farther distance the third of the bandits was circling through the end gate and hurrying toward the safe.

Was it possible that the bank was to be robbed without the lifting of a single voice to give the alarm?

There was no doubt in the mind of Wayland now. He understood that the faint smile on the lips of Jim Silver was caused by his contempt for the weakness of ordinary mortals. But Jim Silver was a hero, and Oliver Wayland was not. Heroes find something to do because their brains are not frozen up with terror; but in the mind of Wayland there was nothing but the spinning shadow of terror and of shame. He could think of nothing at all.

Behind him he heard the hands of the third of the robbers busy at the safe.

Half a million in hard cash — and the minutes were running on faster than the cold sweat ran on the face of Wayland! He heard the subdued clinking of steel against steel as drawer after drawer of the safe was pulled out.

What difference did it make — a good safe or an old and crazy one, so long as the hired men of the bank did not have the courage necessary for their jobs?

Every minute was long enough to drive Wayland to madness. And then something stirred at the rear of the bank. A door opened — the rear door. And old Hal Parson walked in, his head dark, his hair shining from the recent ducking which he had given himself to regain his sobriety.

“Stick up your hands, brother!” called Dave Lister, the tall, pale bandit. “Stick ’em up — and pronto!”

Hal Parson had seen what was happening with slow and dazed eyes. He started to lift his hands. Then he was aware of that picture on the wall that seemed to say to Hal Parson that courage is always worth while, and chances are worth taking, so long as they are in a good cause.

He saw his friend and patron, Wayland, the cashier, with his long, slender arms stretched above his head, and he remembered in a flash the thousand benefactions that he had received from that man. He remembered the kindness, the money loans, the warnings, the good advice he had often received from Oliver Wayland. And he realized that the result of this day might well be the ruin of the bank and therefore the loss of Wayland’s position.

At the same time, Hal Parson recalled the stubnosed revolver which he carried on his hip. He got that revolver out with one jerking motion and tried to send a bullet into Phil Bray, at the cashier’s window. But Joe Mantry observed the janitor in plenty of time. Joe was apparently busy only with the stuff he was pulling out of the safe and stuffing into a canvas sack. But he observed Hal Parson in plenty of time, made a fine, snappy draw of his Colt, and dropped Hal with a bullet right through the body.

The janitor fell on the floor and began to kick himself around in a circle and claw at his wounded body with both hands. Joe Mantry, having really seen to the safe pretty thoroughly by this time, snatched up the canvas sack and raced away with it. Bray and Dave Lister backed toward the front door of the bank.

That was when the cashier came to himself. He dropped to his knees behind his wall, grabbed a gun off the lowest shelf, and opened fire just as the robbers leaped out of the front door, and as Rucker came running from his inner office into his ruined bank.

Wayland could not tell whether or not he had succeeded in sending a slug into one of the bandits. They had scattered to either side the instant they got free of the door of the bank.

Wayland got out to the street, and saw that four men, in a scattered line, were riding down the main street as fast as they could drive their horses.

His shouts gave the alarm. The barking of his Colt as he fired after the fugitives helped to call out the men of the town. All up and down the street there were horses standing at various hitch racks, and now men rushed out of doorways and literally vaulted out of windows and flung themselves into saddles.

Still, none of the four fugitives had been knocked from his saddle by the bullets that hailed after them. They swept around the curve of the lower street in a solid body and disappeared from view.





III — ALL FOR ONE

PHIL BRAY HAD COMMAND, but Dave Lister knew the country better than the others, and therefore he gave advice as to the twist and the turns they had better make when they got back into the mountains.

They were well out from Elkdale, with their horses running well — depending upon Phil Bray to make sure that the horses were as good as money could buy — when bad luck struck them down. Their horses were good enough to gain slowly, consistently, on the riders from the town of Elkdale, but they were not fast enough to outfoot bad luck.

It came in the form of an old prospector who had a rifle slung from his shoulder instead of thrust into the pack of his burro, simply because ten minutes before this hour he had determined that the time had come when he must begin to look about him for a little fresh meat.

He had not seen so much as a rabbit when, looking down into the valley, he saw a stream of half a hundred riders raising a dust from the direction of Elkdale, and far ahead of them there was a quartet of fugitives.

The prospector took them to be fugitives — not the leaders of a pursuit. And since he was a fellow who always followed the first thought, and obeyed every original emotion, he straightaway leveled his rifle and took a crack at the strangers.

It was a six-hundred-yard shot, and he fired just before the four men got into a pine wood, so he had no way of knowing what his bullet had accomplished.

As a matter of fact, it had driven into the side of the horse which rat-faced Jimmy Lovell was riding. His mount stopped to a stagger, and Jimmy shouted:

“Chief! Lister! Mantry! I’m gone! The mare is dyin’ under me!”

Bray reined up his horse, though Lister said savagely, curtly:

“We can spare Lovell the best of the lot. Better let him go than have all of us snagged.”

But Bray, swinging in beside Lovell, motioned him to climb up behind him.

“All for one, and one for all!” said Bray.

He had read that in a book — he forgot where — and he liked the sound of it. It had a special meaning for him.

“All for one, and one for all!” he thundered again, and got his horse under way once more.

But in half a mile the extra weight, the up grade, and the approach of sounds of the pursuit from behind them told all four that Bray’s horse could carry double no longer.

Mantry was the lightest of the riders, except little Lovell himself. So Mantry took up the handicap, and managed very well with it, because Mantry was a genius when it came to handling horseflesh.

But, inside of another mile or so, Mantry’s own horse was stopping to a walk, and the men from Elkdale were thundering along closer.

It was clear that the carrying of Jimmy Lovell might ruin all four of the men. And as Dave Lister took Lovell up behind him in turn, he shouted to Bray:

“Name one of us! Let’s make a choice. One of us had better go down than all of us. We’re all lost if we try to pack extra weight. We’re all done for — and there’s a dead man back there in Elkdale! Mantry killed a man for us back there! Think, Phil! It’s life or death!”

Phil Bray gripped his horse hard with his knees and rose in the saddle, shouting:

“All for one, and one for all, and damn the traitors what leave a partner in a pinch!”

He added: “Can we duck down one of these side canyons, Dave?”

For narrow ravines branched off on either side from the course of the valley down which the horses were straining.

“Half of ‘em are box canyons that’d bring us up agin’ a solid wall,” answered Lister. “I don’t know which are which, but this one oughta be all right!”

He swung to the right as he spoke, and rushed his tiring horse down the canyon. It opened big and wide and deep before them at the start. At the first turning it narrowed. At the next turn they saw before them a fifty-foot wall of almost sheer rock, and over it a thin flag of spray was falling and fanning out into a mist.

That was the prospect before them. Behind them they heard the uproar, as of an advancing sea, when the posse from Elkdale swarmed into the head of the ravine that held them.

They were bottled up. Surrender was all they had before them. And when they surrendered, they could contemplate the death of Hal Parson back there in Elkdale.

Joe Mantry was not the only man who would hang for that murder. The entire quartet would be strung up.

The shrill, piercing voice of Jimmy Lovell was heard yelling: “Lister, you got us into this blind pocket, damn you!”

Lister turned in the saddle and jerked his elbow into the face of Lovell, knocking him headlong from the saddle.

He got up with a great red streak across his features, silenced.

Bray was already climbing the talus of broken rock at the base of the cliff, calling out:

“We’ll make a try, boys. There may be a chance here. One for all, all for one!”

They scanned the height and the sheer, glistening face of the cliff with despair, but it was better to try something than to surrender.

Up the talus they ran. Bray, leading, found a way of working up a cleft in the rock to the left that brought them within some seven or eight yards of the top. Farther it was absolutely impossible for any human being to mount the rock.

But Bray shouted: “We’ll make a ladder, boys! I’ll be the first round. Here, Lister. Climb up over me. Come on, Mantry, and stand on Lister’s shoulders. Now, Jimmy Lovell. You don’t weigh anything. Up you go, boy. Up like a squirrel. If one of us can get away — and the loot with him — he can buy us out with a smart lawyer, maybe. Up with you!”

They formed the living ladder as their chief commanded.

Bray was the base of it, standing with bent head, submitting to weight after weight as Lister first clambered up and stood on his shoulders. Lister found a handhold on the rock to steady the pile as Joe Mantry in his turn climbed up the ladder and stood on the shoulders of Lister. Last of all came Jimmy Lovell, whining, clumsy with fear. And as at last he stood on top of the living ladder, he cried: “I can’t reach it!”

“Jump!” commanded Joe Mantry.

“I can’t — I’ll fall and break my neck,” groaned Jimmy Lovell.

“Jump, or I’ll throw you down with my own hands!” threatened Joe Mantry.

So threatened, Lovell finally gathered courage enough to leap up. The force with which he sprang nearly tore the clinging fingers of Mantry from the rock. But Lovell had hooked his hands over the upper ledge, and now he scrambled to safety on the ledge above, while a bullet thudded against the cliff close to Phil Bray’s face.

Down came Mantry and Dave Lister, while Bray grabbed that precious canvas sack and, with a whirl, hurled it high up into the air, where the hands of Jimmy Lovell reached out. Then Lovell disappeared among the rocks and brush of the upper floor of the valley.

Below came the men of Elkdale, with pale-faced Oliver Wayland riding at the head of them all. He was no expert with horses, but the consuming passion of his shame and his desire to strike one blow on behalf of the bank had brought him finally to the lead. It was his own quick guesswork rather than anything he saw or heard that had led him down this canyon from the main valley, and the rest of the hunt had streaked in behind him.

They saw the canvas sack disappear. They saw the three criminals who were brought to bay stand with their hands raised above their heads in surrender.

Joe Mantry, who saw red when there was a chance to fight, was snarling imprecations and wishing to get at his guns, but Phil Bray had commanded:

“Jimmy Lovell will get us a lawyer who’d argue us out of the gates of hell. Don’t go and make a fool of yourself, Joe, and let the rest of us into the hot soup. Take your time.”

“Suppose that Lovell decides to forget us and grab that coin for himself?” demanded Joe Mantry.

“He knows the rule of the gang,” said Bray. “One for all, and all for one. He won’t forget that we carried him along to-day, and put ourselves into the soup for his sake. He looks like a rat, but he’s a man, after all.”

That was why they stood there with their hands over their heads, while the men of Elkdale swarmed about them and put the handcuffs over their wrists.

Two thirds of the party followed Wayland when a way had been found so that they could clamber to the upper level of the valley above the cliff. For three days Wayland hunted through the mountains. But he did not even know the face of the man he was pursuing. He merely had vague ideas about the build of him. The rest of the men from Elkdale gave up the chase, and at last Wayland himself surrendered the hunt and came gloomily back to Elkdale.

There he found the doors of the bank closed, and the significant sign which he had known he would find was posted over the doors.

Unshaven, haggard, he went to the house of Rucker. The banker himself, almost as unkempt as his cashier, opened the door and stood staring at him with a frozen face.

“Well,” said Wayland foolishly, “I didn’t catch him.”

“No?” said Rucker, and a sardonic smile pulled at his lips.

He kept his hand on the door, blocking the way, staring.

“I suppose you’re through with me?” asked Wayland. Rucker smiled again.

And as the world spun about the eyes of Wayland, he asked:

“Can I see May?”

After a moment, still blocking the way, Rucker turned his head and called out:

“May!”

A voice answered far off. Footsteps came hurrying. A door opened, and there she was, moving through the dimness of the hall.

“Here’s Wayland, wanting to know if he can see you,” said Rucker.

The girl halted. Like her father, she said nothing. She was white. In the dark of the hallway it seemed to Wayland that the white of her face was like a pearl shining against black velvet.

The silence held for a frightful moment, and then Rucker slammed the door in Wayland’s face.

He turned and went down the steps to the street. It was not empty. Children were playing half a block away, running through the dust and yelling and laughing. In the solemn chamber of his soul the voices echoed mournfully.

It was a good, brisk trial. The evidence was all there, laid out smoothly. But Wayland was not attending the sessions of the court. He was sitting in the little one-story hospital at the edge of the town, tending to Hal Parson, who was dying. The doctors had said that Parson could not live a day. He ended by living ten. But he could not eat. And gradually the strength went out of him.

He endured a constant agony with wonderful courage. He seemed to have only one regret.

“I let you down,” he said to Wayland. “If I hadn’t been slowed up with the booze, I would ‘a’ got that gun out and plastered one of the thugs. Maybe I would ‘a’ got the whole gang of ‘em on the run. You can’t tell. But I fell down on you after you trusted me!”

“If I’d put up a man’s fight,” Wayland told him, “there wouldn’t have been a need of you. I’m not a man. I’m a yellow dog. That’s all!”

“You?” said Hal Parson. He tried to laugh, but the pain stopped him. “You’re a better man than you know your own self,” he managed to gasp at last.

Ten days after the robbery they buried Hal Parson.

Rucker came to the funeral, and May Rucker brought flowers for the grave. Neither she nor her father would look at the white, drawn face of Wayland, who had arranged everything.

He saw the earth heaped over the grave, and then stalked back into the town to the courtroom, where he could barely find standing room to squeeze himself in. He heard the last piece of evidence. He heard the faltering, rather casual appeal of the lawyer who had been appointed by the judge to defend the criminals. The result was a foregone conclusion.

For Jimmy Lovell, after all, had proved himself more of a rat than he was a man; he had not come to the aid of his friends in need as they had come to his.

Wayland, standing with a cold stone for a heart, saw the judge put on the black cap, heard him pronounce the words, “To be hanged by the neck until you are dead, dead, dead!”

All three of the men were to hang. That made little difference to Wayland. It seemed to him as though he were himself already dead and ready for the grave.
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