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Oh, Bury Me Not


Dedicated with thanks to Mildred and Leonard Davis of the White Horse Ranch, and Lani Davis of the Alvord Ranch; with hearty appreciation to Sam Burt; with sorrow to Bridgie Sitz, who will never read it; and with love to Cassie Drinkwater, the gentle and generous abiding spirit of Harney County.


CHAPTER 1

The rain should make Mr. Flagg feel right at home.

Beatrice Dobie trudged the half block from the bookshop to the post office, galoshed, raincoated, her freshly permanented and auburned hair preserved in plastic. Just yesterday. She squinted ahead through spattered bifocals. She’d had her hair done yesterday, so what could she expect but rain today?

It was a fine rain that seemed half fog, but could soak the unprepared to the skin in a few minutes, and Holliday Beach, which tourists inevitably called “charming” in the summer, looked like a woebegone rural slum on this late September day. She passed the Gold Star Realty office, anticipating the space separating it from the beauty shop where her determined pace allowed her a brief glance between the buildings and over a jumble of roofs to the rim of the sea. She looked out at the ocean washing this Oregon shore and thought of Conan Flagg, thousands of miles away in Kyoto on the opposite shore.

Metaphorically, of course. On the authority of Rand McNally, she knew Kyoto didn’t literally overlook the sea. Anyway, Mr. Flagg wasn’t there now. He was on his way home, perhaps approaching Hawaii….

The post office floor was puddled with water. She picked her way across it, smiling at Mrs. Higgins, nearly unrecognizable in her rain gear except for her astonishing girth balanced so irrationally on thin-shanked legs.

“Mornin’, Miss Dobie. Wet ’nough for you?”

“Well, we needed the rain; it was a dry summer. At least, for the coast.” She went to the bookshop box; the combination was too familiar to necessitate concentration.

“Junk mail,” Mrs. Higgins sighed. “How ever does a person get on so many mailing lists? But I guess junk’s better’n an empty box. You heard from Mr. Flagg lately?”

Miss Dobie smiled faintly as she examined the bookshop mail. She’d answered that question for the ladies of Holliday Beach, young and old, in weary repetition during her employer’s two-week absence. “He’ll be home this afternoon, Mrs. Higgins.”

“About time. Never knowed a young feller to wander around so much. Where’d you say he was off to this time?”

“Japan. He was…” She paused, distracted by the red-inked message “Private and Urgent” on one of the letters, finishing vaguely, “He was on a consultation project.”

“In Japan? What was he consulting about over there?”

“Oh, it had to do with some Hokusai woodcuts. Art works. By the way, I got in some new Phyllis Whitneys for the rental shelves.”

Mrs. Higgins beamed. “Well, I’ll come look ’em over.”

When Miss Dobie had the bookshop open and Mrs. Higgins ensconced among the Gothics, she unlocked the door behind the counter: Mr. Flagg’s office. He called it that; she privately referred to it as his lair. A Hepplewhite desk; a Louis Quinze commode accommodating a small bar and stereo tape deck; paneled walls crowded with paintings; a richly patterned Kerman on the floor. Meg’s favorite claw-sharpening spot. One snagged corner was evidence of his indulgence.

But Miss Dobie didn’t begrudge Conan Flagg his indulgences or extravagances. He could afford them, and she knew that the Holliday Beach Book Shop—and, ergo, Beatrice Dobie—must be counted among them.

His chief extravagance came trotting in then, announcing herself with a hoarse, demanding meow. Miss Dobie, preoccupied with sorting the mail, assured her, “Meg, I’ll get your breakfast in a minute,” but the cat wasn’t convinced. She jumped up onto the desk, knocking the neat stacks of mail into shambles.

And that was purposeful. Meg could walk a two-by-four laden with crystal without disturbing one precious piece if she were so minded. The grande dame of the bookshop—so Miss Dobie regarded this sapphire-eyed, blue-point Siamese aristocrat, as did Meg’s faithful following. But she had a lot to learn about noblesse oblige.

“Shoo!” A shout and clapping of hands sent her out into the shop, ears flat, and Miss Dobie irritably began resorting the mail, her frown deepening when she came across the letter that had caught her eye at the post office; the one marked “Personal and Urgent.”

It was for Mr. Flagg; the return address, G. W. McFall, Black Stallion Ranch, Star Route, Drewsey, Oregon. The slanted Running S brand was emblazoned above it

The Black Stallion was a name to conjure with in the annals of Oregon history; half a million acres in Harney County, the largest ranch in the state, for a century the domain of the McFalls, and Aaron McFall was as much a legend in his own time as Henry Flagg—Conan Flagg’s father and the founder of the Ten-Mile Ranch—had been.

G. W. McFall. That would be George, Aaron’s oldest son. Mr. Flagg had been best man at his wedding, but that remembrance didn’t elicit her frown, nor was this the first time his name had come to her attention lately.

The frown was for the red-inked “Urgent,” for the repeated phone calls, and for the clippings she’d carefully extracted from the Portland Oregonian during the last two weeks.

She separated the clippings, reading the headlines. FRONTIER FEUD ERUPTS IN HARNEY COUNTY. SHADES OF HATFIELDS AND MCCOYS. This a clever and condescending column written by a man whom she doubted had ever ventured out of the suburbs of Portland. The last one, dated yesterday, included a photograph of a stackyard, the mountains of hay reduced to smoking ruin. MCFALL-DRINKWATER FEUD FIRED BY ARSON.

She sighed prodigiously. Mr. Flagg just might have to get out his private investigator’s license.

*

The black XK-E pulled up to the curb at four-thirty. Beatrice Dobie, at her post behind the counter, put aside The Antiquarian and looked out through the front windows, smiling to herself. Before Mr. Flagg could cross the short distance from his car to the shop, the Daimler sisters, Adalie and Coraline, cornered him, joined a minute later by Marcie Hopkins, a nubile fifteen-year-old. Even crotchety Olaf Svensen paused for a grumbling greeting, while inside the shop, the remaining customers emerged from the nooks and crannies and gravitated toward the entrance.

Miss Dobie knew Conan Flagg’s secret: he was kind to old ladies, truly kind, and to ladies in general, actually. His country boyhood was betrayed in that. She’d grown up on a farm in Iowa where children were taught to say—and think—“Yes, ma’am” and “Yes, sir,” and she understood that courtesy, which was so ingrained as to seem innate.

But he didn’t show his rural upbringing outwardly. In fact, he looked out of place here, stepping out of that low, sleek car. Another of his indulgences. She was convinced he wouldn’t know a carburetor from a carbuncle; he simply considered the XK-E beautiful.

He was still dressed for travel, and rather elegantly, she decided. She seldom saw him in anything but comfortable slacks and sweaters, and perhaps that was why he looked so intriguingly foreign now; lean and dark, high cheekbones, raven-black hair, and eyes with a slight Oriental cast. But that was his Nez Perc heritage, and it so submerged the Irish, it should have stamped him irrefutably American; true American.

He escaped Marcie and the sisters Daimler and retreated into the shop, only to be met by more well-wishers, and while he dealt with the friendly onslaught, Miss Dobie let her thoughts wander into a small fantasy. Conan Flagg freshly returned not from an esoteric inquiry into the authenticity of a series of Japanese woodcuts, but from a romantically secret foray as a special agent of G-2, Army Intelligence.

That was years behind him, he always insisted. Still, it was one of the few personal secrets her employer shared with her. That and his private investigator’s license.

At length, catching the look of appeal he sent her between smiling pleasantries, she bestirred herself to disperse the last of the greeting party, while he escaped to the privacy of his office, where he stripped off his coat and tie and sank into the leather chair behind his desk, venting a sigh of relief when the front door finally closed. Miss Dobie secured it by putting up the “closed” sign, then crossed to the office door and paused there.

“Well, Mr. Flagg, it may be redundant, but welcome home.”

He called up a smile. “Thanks, Miss Dobie. How are you? And where’s Meg? Snubbing me?”

“I’m fine, and Meg’s probably sulking upstairs. The Duchess is displeased, you know, with your absence.”

“As usual. Well, I’ll bring some chicken liver tomorrow. That should put me back in her good graces.”

“Probably. How about a cup of coffee? The pot’s on.”

“If it weren’t, I’d know the Apocalypse was approaching. Yes, I’ll have some coffee.” He looked around the room with a curious sense of mental vertigo, seeking some elusive touchstone in this accumulation of cherished products of work and pleasure and years.

Jet lag. He surveyed the waiting stacks of mail and found the prospect of sorting through them mindboggling. By tomorrow morning, this intimately familiar world would be itself again, but now it seemed paradoxically alien. He watched Miss Dobie as she handed him a mug of coffee and settled in the chair across the desk from him. He could anticipate almost every laconic comment and weighty sigh, yet she seemed a virtual stranger.

“Well, Miss Dobie, any news?”

Her shoulders came up in a predictable shrug.

“Well…that depends on what you consider newsworthy. How was your trip? Did you connect with Mr. Morishi?”

“Yes. He made all the crooked ways straight, and fortunately speaks beautiful English. With an Oxford accent. I’ll have to call Halsey.” He frowned at his watch. “Tomorrow. It’s the middle of the night in New York.”

“Not quite, but he can wait another day for his report. The prints are authentic?”

“Definitely. Morishi nearly wept when I left with them. If Halsey’s interested, he could triple his investment.” He paused, his attention caught by the words “Personal and Urgent” on one of the envelopes. At first he dismissed it as another missive from his cousin, Avery Flagg. Conan had made him chairman of the board when the Ten-Mile Ranch was incorporated, which spared him the mental drudgery of running the business, but not Avery’s periodic outbursts of fiscal hysteria.

Then he recognized the Running S brand.

“What’s this?”

“Well, I guess that’s one item you could call news. I was going to tell you about it as soon as you caught your breath. It’s from George McFall.”

That was self-evident and told him nothing. He tore open the envelope. The letter wasn’t typed, although the stationery was a businesslike bond with the Black Stallion address printed at the top.

“He’s called three times this week,” Miss Dobie added. “He would’ve called you in Kyoto if I’d had a phone number.”

Conan didn’t comment on that barb, too distracted by the cramped irregularity of the writing.

Miss Dobie elaborated: “He wasn’t just being friendly, either. He sounded like a man with his back to the wall.”

“George? I find that hard to imagine.”

“Well, everybody gets his back to a wall sooner or later,” she observed sagely. “Anyway, he wants you to call him as soon as you can, and he doesn’t care what time of the day or night it is.”

That kind of insistence from a man notable for a calm, unruffled approach to life was alarming. Conan began reading the letter, but Miss Dobie wasn’t through yet.

“It probably has something to do with that feud. I saved some clippings for you.”

“What feud?” He glanced at the clippings, but they seemed as meaningless to him as a Japanese headline.

“Well, the McFalls and the Drinkwaters—I guess their ranch is close to the Black Stallion—”

“Yes, the Double D. It borders the Black Stallion on the west.” 

“That’s it, the Double D. Anyway, they’re having a good old-fashioned feud; cutting fences, flooding hay fields, even poisoning cattle.”

He raised an eyebrow skeptically. “Sounds like some reporter’s been watching too many Westerns.”

“I’m afraid not, and it’s getting serious. That last item, the arson, I saw a film story on the news yesterday. A thousand tons of hay went up in smoke.”

He felt a chill at that, and “serious” struck him as a sadly inadequate term for a disaster. The fall stores of hay were put aside to see the herds through bitterly cold winters. Losing them could mean starvation for hundreds of head of cattle and bankruptcy for a rancher.

He returned to the letter, and apparently Miss Dobie had had her say; she remained silent while he read it.

Dear Conan,

This is sort of like a Dear Abby letter—I never thought I’d be writing one, and I never thought I’d be looking for a private eye, but I am now. I need help, and you’re the only private eye I know, and I figure if you can’t trust your best man, who can you trust?

I’ve been trying to phone you, and I asked Miss Dobie to tell you to call me as soon as you get home, but thought I’d better write in case she forgets. It’s about this feud. Sounds outlandish, I know, but I guess that’s the only way to describe it. You know Pa, and Alvin Drinkwater is just as stubborn and cantankerous as he is. I don’t know what’s really going on, but I’m afraid if I don’t get this thing straightened out, somebody will end up dead.

I’ll need help to get to the bottom of this. I want to hire you to do some proper investigating, and I’m not just after some friendly advice or sympathy. I need some answers and I’m willing to pay whatever it costs to get them.

I know this probably doesn’t make much sense, but there’s no use trying to explain the whole thing in a letter. Just call me as soon as possible—please.

Thanks,

George

It didn’t make much sense. Conan read the letter again, then methodically folded it. George McFall afraid and freely admitting it—that was what didn’t make sense. Conan studied the clippings briefly, then put them in the envelope with the letter.

“I’ll have to call George this evening,”

Miss Dobie nodded over her cup, with the hound-on-a-scent look she always got when he was on a case. He didn’t bother to remind her that he hadn’t taken any cases yet.

“When did you first meet George McFall?” she asked. “Playing Cupid at Stanford?”

He managed a laugh. “There was no Cupid involved. Fate, perhaps, in the shape of George’s ineptitude on the ski slopes, and Laura was rather spectacular in white.”

“You mean nursing white or wedding white?”

“Both.” Five years ago. It seemed longer, and it had always seemed a paradox that he and George hadn’t been brought together by the common experience of being scions of two of the largest ranches in the state. They’d met in a totally different environment, and even in another state; Stanford University, where Conan was auditing a course in ethology conducted by a visiting European scientist. But George wasn’t a passing sampler in the groves of academe; he was working conscientiously toward a degree in business administration. As heir apparent to a domain conservatively valued at three million dollars, he took his responsibilities very seriously.

Conan sometimes wondered if George hadn’t considered Laura part of that responsibility; that it behooved him to bring home a bride to ensure the continuity of the dynasty. Not that he hadn’t been thoroughly in love with her. In that, perhaps, he lost sight of his obligations to a degree. The dynasty might have been better served by a bride bred to the land.

The red alarm of the word “Urgent” drew and held his eye. You know Pa, and Alvin Drinkwater is just as stubborn and cantankerous as he is. Pa. The form of address was typical, and he did know Aaron McFall. He’d met him formally only once, at George and Laura’s wedding, which took place at the Black Stallion, inevitably. But he knew him in another sense. His own father had been of the same mold: men accurately described as cattle barons. The allusion to hereditary title was apt, yet Aaron McFall considered himself a pillar of democracy. His wife had borne him three sons, and they were named by the lord of the demesne George Washington McFall, Abraham Lincoln McFall, and Theodore Roosevelt McFall. The third birth had cost Carlotta McFall her life.

Conan had never met Alvin Drinkwater, but if he was in fact as stubborn and cantankerous as Aaron, he could understand the frayed and anxious tone of George’s letter.

Finally, he rose and surveyed the stacks of mail.

“Miss Dobie, I can’t contend with all this now. Any crises here will have to wait until morning.”

She smiled tolerantly. “There’s nothing imminent. Oh, I called Mrs. Early this morning and told her you were on your way. She said she’d get the house aired out and warmed up for you.”

He went out into the shop, savoring the musty, attic flavor of it, and turned at the entrance with a parting smile.

“Miss Dobie, you’re a rare gem. Thanks for taking such good care of the shop. And me.”


CHAPTER 2

The housekeeper par excellence, Conan thought as he peered into the refrigerator. Not only was the house shining clean and comfortably warm, but Mrs. Early was ever solicitous of his stomach. On the counter was a loaf of homemade bread and an apple pie—Gravensteins, no doubt—and in the refrigerator a platter of fried chicken done to a crisp turn.

He smiled at this offering but didn’t partake of it; his internal clock was still at odds with the one on the wall. He went into the living room and tossed his coat onto the couch, then irritably crossed to the windows that made up the west wall. Mrs. Early did have one shortcoming. She was continually lowering shades and closing curtains.

It was a soft, mist-blue light that filled the room as he opened the drapes. The autumn equinox inevitably brought rain, a preview of winter. The ocean was gray and running high, breakers spilling in masses of foam. The sound seeped into his consciousness, a balm he never realized he missed so desperately until he returned to it.

But in his mind’s eye, another vista was taking shape. Arid hills clothed in the velvet of sagebrush, an open sky overwhelming in its grandeur, dry air that stretched distance and dwarfed sensibility. He started to take George’s letter out of his shirt pocket, then with a vague feeling of rebellion, thrust it back. He hadn’t even been home long enough for his body and mind to adjust to his spatial location.

The rebellion persisted while he went to the bar to mix a bourbon and water, then returned with it to the windows to watch the light fade from the breakers. But by the time he reached the halfway mark on his glass, he was perched on a bar stool, the letter open in front of him, trying to convince a telephone operator of the existence of Harney County and G. W. McFall. The Black Stallion, at least, seemed to make some sense to her, and finally the electronic link was established.

“George, this is Conan. I just got home a—”

“Oh, thank God. I’ve been chewin’ nails for…but I can’t—look, just sit tight a minute. I’ll call you back. Okay?” Conan didn’t have a chance to answer before he was cut off with a sharp click.

George’s reason for returning the call was no mystery—he wanted to go to a more private phone—but the raw tension in his tone was unnerving. Conan lit a cigarette, taking three spaced, slow puffs before the phone rang.

“Sorry for the delay, Conan.” George was a little more relaxed now, but his laugh was strained. “Figured I better put this on my bill since I asked you to call; it might be a long talk.”

“If you’re going to explain what prompted this letter, it probably will be long.”

“Afraid so. Well, it’s this…this feud. Hell, what else do you call it? Sounds like it’s straight out of Hollywood, only there’s no ridin’ into the sunset with this; it just keeps gettin’ worse.”

Conan was looking down at the letter, finding a parallel between the erratic, crabbed lines and George’s tense voice. Not even the rural accent took the edge off that.

“Maybe you’d better start at the beginning, George.”

“I’m not even sure where that is.” He paused for a deep, audible sigh. “Well, it goes way back. Part of it, anyhow. Pa and Alvin Drinkwater never did get along; sort of a tradition in both families. There was a time, fifty years back, when the Double D and Runnin’ S were about neck and neck in land and stock.”

“But the Running S took the lead?” The use of the brand in lieu of the ranch name came naturally; in the cattle business they were virtually, and sometimes actually, synonymous. “That sort of competition doesn’t usually involve cutting fences or burning stackyards.”

“No, and it never did until lately. I don’t know, Conan, it just doesn’t make sense. I mean, Pa and Alvin threw talk off and on since they were kids, and I guess they got into a big jackpot over Emily Drinkwater before she married Alvin, but that was over thirty years ago. Since then, if they had any real squabbles, they always talked it out face to face, even if it wasn’t exactly peaceful. Like that Spring Crick rezzavoy. Alvin wanted to put in a dam; he needed a rezzavoy for his winter pastures, but the crick runs over our land, too, and Pa set his heels over losin’ most of the stream flow. Well, they chewed around on it for a few years, then finally got together with the county watermaster and set up an agreement so we get enough water for our irrigation ditches. You see what I mean? Water’s your life’s blood out here, and they had some hard words over it, but that’s all. It was never anything like this.”

“You’d better tell me more about what it’s like, then.” He frowned as George prefaced his reply with another weary and atypical sigh.

“Well, it’s been goin’ on for about a year. It started off so easy, nobody paid much attention. Just damn fool stunts like leavin’ gates open, or takin’ off the wire hooks so you couldn’t shut ’em. Maybe half a dozen times somebody opened the horse corrals in the night, and the whole cavvy spread out to hell and gone. Then we started findin’ our irrigation ditches clogged up with junk; weeds and rocks, or even garbage. At first we figured it was just hunters or those damn ORV nuts. Even when the fence cuttin’ started, we weren’t sure. That was last fall, and huntin’ season was on. But last spring somebody broke some of the ditch walls and flooded the fields. Then they shot holes in our waterin’ troughs up in the high pastures. This summer we had cattle turned into the alfalfa fields before harvest, and lately the fences on some of the stackyards were cut. Hell, one herd went through five hundred ton of hay before we saw the fence was down. We’ve had so many fences cut and gates left open, we’ll never separate the strays, and when they get mixed with Double D cows, you need a U.N. negotiator along to sort ’em out.” He paused, his tone an uncertain mix of bewilderment and resentment. “Then it got really dirty, Conan. A month ago we lost thirty head of cattle because somebody shot a salt block full of cyanide, and I guess you heard about the grand finale.”

“The arson?”

“Yes. Thank God it was only the one stackyard, and we had a good harvest this year; we’ll have enough hay for the winter. If somebody doesn’t get to the rest of it.”

“George, you keep talking about ‘somebody.’ Do you mean Drinkwater?”

The answer was long in coming.

“Yes, I guess so.”

“You guess?”

“I don’t really know. That’s what’s got me so rattled. The trouble is, if you talked to Alvin, he’d give you a list of damages as long as ours. Cut fences, broken ditches, cattle poisoned—the whole shittaree. Maybe we’ve got him topped off with the arson, but that’s about all.”

Conan’s hand stopped in midair as he reached for the cigarette burning itself out in the ashtray.

“An eye for an eye?”

George said dully, “That’s how it looks, doesn’t it? On both sides.”

Conan picked up the cigarette and took a puff.

“At first glance, yes. Is that how it is?”

“I can only tell you how it is on one side. Nobody at the Runnin’ S has authorized any forays on Drinkwater property, and I’m in a position to know.”

As business manager of the Black Stallion, he was justified in that assertion, but Conan was remembering Aaron McFall, whom George himself characterized as stubborn and cantankerous.

He asked cautiously, “What about your father?”

“You think he’d carry on this little war behind my back?”

“I’m just asking.”

“No. Not Pa,” he said stiffly. “Anyhow, he’d have a hard time keepin’ me from gettin’ wind of it. I don’t spend all my time in this damn office. I still get out and work the cattle when we’re short-handed, or just to keep up the calluses on my butt. I know what’s goin’ on around here.”

“Still, you can’t keep track of all the hands all the time.”

“No, but we’ve only got ten full-time employees on the payroll now, and I have a pretty good idea what any one of ’em is up to at any given time. And only five of ’em—well, six, countin’ our foreman—are buckaroos. This little war’s taken some hard ridin’.”

Buckaroos. Conan smiled reminiscently at the term. In other regions, they might be called cowboys or cowpunchers, but it had been left to the cattlemen of the Northwest to bastardize the Spanish vaquero into buckaroo.

“Only six? It sounds like you’re shorthanded now.”

George laughed. “Times have changed since you took off for the woods. We’re mechanized these days. We just put in a new branding corral. Sixty head in an hour, Conan; branding, dehorning, castration, vaccination, and dipping. Give us another ten years and we’ll be automated.”

“When you get a computer willing to ride fence in the middle of a blizzard—well, don’t tell me about it. Leave me my romantic delusions.”

“It’s the dude ridin’ fence who’s deluded. Or nuts.” The spark of life in his voice faded as he seemed to recall himself to the subject under discussion. “Anyhow, we’re not shorthanded. Linc and Ted do their share of buckarooin’, and Pa hasn’t retired from the saddle yet. And we’re not exactly out of touch with what’s goin’ on around here.”

“All right. What about Alvin Drinkwater? Is he cantankerous enough to wage a war like this personally?”

“Conan, two years ago I’d have sworn on a Bible he wasn’t, but now I’m just not sure. I’m not sure of anything.”

“Has all this been kept between the warring camps, or has anyone called in the law?”

George gave a short, caustic laugh.

“Joe Tate’s spent enough time up at this end of the county to stake a homestead claim, but he—”

“Joe Tate?”

“Oh—sorry. He’s the county sheriff, and I’ve never had any reason to think he was dealin’ off the bottom.”

“But he’s come up with nothing to help you?”

“Not a damn thing. I think right now he’s sorry he ever won the election. He spends half his time between the Runnin’ S and the Double D, with Pa and Alvin both hollerin’ at him to lock the other up.”

Conan didn’t envy Joe Tate, and he had the uneasy feeling he was being drawn into a similarly uncomfortable position.

“I suppose you’ve considered the possibility that neither of them is guilty?”

“You mean some outsider’s playin’ both ends against the middle? Sure, but who’d have the opportunity or enough of a grudge against both Pa and Alvin? Still, there might be something to it; something to explain part of it, at least. I think…well, there may be some rustlin’ goin’ on. I guess that sounds like it’s out of Hollywood, too.”

“Times haven’t changed that much, George. You don’t need to convince me of the existence of cattle rustlers.”

“No, I suppose not. Well, most of it’s penny ante. Dudes cadgin’ a side of beef to help out on the food budget, and a lot of hunters go home with white-faced deer all dressed out in the field. But some of it’s big business with organization and equipment behind it. Joe Tate says there’s an outfit workin’ out of a packin’ plant in Winnemucca. Both the Oregon and Nevada law been after ’em for years and never laid a hand on ’em.”

“You think they might be involved in the feud? How? As a diversionary tactic?”

“Maybe.” He hesitated, then went on more confidently, “With all the trouble here, and Pa and Alvin ready to hold a neck-tie party for each other—well, it makes a damn good diversion. Trouble is, we’re just bringin’ the herds down from the summer pastures, so we don’t have a full head count yet. Right now, it looks like it’s runnin’ low, but we’ve got eight hundred square miles to cover, and God knows how many strays are still left up in the hills.” Then he added bitterly, “Or how many carcasses we’ll find if somebody put out more of those cyanide salt blocks.”

“What makes you think you’ve lost cattle to rustlers? Just the low head count?”

“No. Something Bert Kimmons saw. He ran the K-Bar to the south of us. He was an old friend of both Pa’s and Alvin’s, and it really hurt him seein’ them lock horns like this. Anyhow, one night—let’s see, it was a couple of months ago—Bert was drivin’ back to his place late. There’s a county road runs along the line between his property and ours. Well, he come up to a cattle truck headed east. It had a Nevada plate, and it was a big rig—big enough for twenty-five or thirty head—and he says it was loaded.”

“I don’t suppose he could see any brands.”

“No. Maybe some trucker was just takin’ a shortcut on that road, but I’m damned if I can figure where to, and those cows weren’t bought from any spread within fifty miles of here.”

Conan was frowning, but his tone was ironically light as he said, “Well, that would make a person wonder.”

“It sure made Bert wonder. He decided to talk to Pa and Alvin about it. I guess he thought it might be one way to get them together, and then he felt obliged to tell them they might be furnishin’ free steaks for somebody.”

“Did he get them together?”

“No. Damn it, sometimes I think this whole thing—it’s like Fate. There’s not a damn thing anybody can do to…”

Conan felt a tautening thread of alarm as the words choked off; the desperation was so naked in his voice, the following silence so long.

“George?”

“I—I’m sorry. I guess my nerves are kind of raveled out. Well, to finish the story, the day after Bert saw that truck, he went over to the Double D to talk to Alvin. What he wanted was for the three of them—Bert and Alvin and Pa—to compare notes and see if they had any other evidence of rustlin’, then they’d all go to Sheriff Tate. Well, he finally got Alvin to agree to that.”

“Did Alvin have any evidence to offer?”

“I don’t know. It never got that far. Bert spent most of the afternoon with Alvin, then he drove on out here to the house to talk to Pa.”

“Were you in on that conversation?”

“We all were. I mean, the family and Gil Potts, our foreman. Bert had supper with us, and we hashed it out at the table. That’s the way this place is run most of the time.”

“Did Aaron agree to this summit meeting?”

“Yes, finally. I was so relieved I could’ve kissed ol’ Bert. I didn’t give a damn about losin’ a few cows if Pa and Alvin would at least talk about it. About anything.”

“And what happened?”

“Bert…well, he died.”

The words were so mumbled, Conan wasn’t sure he understood them correctly.

“He died?”

“Yes. Right here at the ranch. He had a bad heart. Doc Maxwell said he’d been runnin’ on borrowed time for years. When we finished talkin’, it was late. We could see Bert was worn out, and it’s a long drive to his place, so we asked him to stay the night. I guess we didn’t realize…anyhow, he died durin’ the night. Heart failure, Doc said.”

“I’m sorry, George. Was Kimmons a close friend?”

After a moment he answered dully, “Yes. Bert was sort of like an uncle to Linc and Ted and me. It just seemed to take the wind out of everybody, especially Pa. He’s at the age where all his friends seem to be droppin’ around him, and I don’t think it did much for him, knowin’ he has the same kind of heart condition.”

“Is it serious?”

“Pa’s? No. Nothing like Bert’s. A couple of years ago he had a mild attack and spent two weeks in the Burns hospital. Doc gave him some pills and a diet and told him to take it easy, all of which he ignored.”

Conan was reminded, again, of his own father, whose distrust of orthodox medicine was atavistically abiding.

“Did anyone talk to Sheriff Tate about that cattle truck?”

“I did, but there wasn’t anything he could get his teeth into.” Another long, weary sigh. “If there is some rustlin’, it might explain part of what’s goin’ on here. But not all of it, Conan. Not by a hell of a long shot.”

“And you want me to explain the rest of it?” He put out his cigarette with impatient thrusts, well aware that the task he was considering was possibly hopeless and probably thankless. “I’m not sure I can explain anything.”

“I’m not askin’ for miracles, but I have to do something. I don’t hold it against him, but Tate can’t handle it. I guess I could find plenty of private investigators in any city phonebook, but they wouldn’t know their hind end from the fore around here. You grew up in this business.” He tried a brief laugh. “At least you know how to stay on top of a horse if you have to do any ridin’. Unless you’ve forgotten how, after sittin’ on that pile of books all these years.”

“That would be like forgetting how to walk.” Conan took a swallow of his drink as if he needed it to firm his resolve. Curiosity shaped his decision as much as George’s desperation. Someone was invoking lex talionis on Drinkwater even if no one at the Running S had authorized it. He wondered what Drinkwater’s side of the story would be.

“All right, George, you’ve hired yourself an investigator, but I want a couple of things understood. First, the odds are against my coming up with anything conclusive, and even if I do, you may not like it.”

“Maybe, but I don’t like what’s going on now, either.”

“I know. Another thing: I’d rather you didn’t spread it around that I’m there as a private eye.”

For once, George’s laugh came easily.

“Yes, I know; you take that ‘private’ seriously. I’ll do my best to keep it in the family.”

“I hope the family goes along. On that and my mission in general.”

“If you’re worried about Pa, don’t. He’ll holler about callin’ in an outsider, but I can talk him around.”

“Do you have any influence with Sheriff Tate?”

“Enough. But I can’t help you with Alvin.”

“I didn’t expect that. All right, this is…Thursday?” He’d lost a day in his peregrinations across the international date line. “I have a few loose ends to tie up here before—”

“Conan, please—I mean, I know I’m already asking a lot, but I…I need you here tomorrow. Tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning? But it’s a six-hour drive, and I—”

“We have an airfield. It’s not fancy; no facilities except a fuel pump. But there must be someplace out there where you can charter a plane.”

His harried insistence was disconcerting, and Conan relinquished the prospect of a recuperative late rising in the morning.

“The plane’s no problem. Times have changed at the Ten-Mile, too; we have a plane, a helicopter, and a full-time pilot. But what’s happening tomorrow that’s so important?”

“Nothing, I mean, nothing connected with the feud, but I have to leave tomorrow afternoon for Portland. There’s an Oregon Cattlemen’s convention, and I can’t very well get out of it since I’m treasurer of the damn thing. That’s why I was tryin’ so hard to get hold of you. I wanted you here and dug in before I left. I’ll be gone a week, and I—” There was an odd, tight break in his voice. “I guess I’m afraid to be away from the ranch that long without…I don’t know. Makin’ some sort of provision, I suppose.”

A provision for disaster, Conan realized, and wondered what George expected him to do to avert it.

“All right. I don’t know when I’ll be arriving, but I’ll make it as early as possible.”

“Thanks, Conan. You don’t know what this means to me. It’s helped already just to—well, to talk about it.”

“I charge extra for therapy, but don’t get your hopes too high.”

“Any hope is a relief now. I’ll see you tomorrow, then, and get you set up here. Better dig out your boots.”

“I will, but unfortunately my saddle’s in storage in Pendleton.” He paused, the forced humor fading, and wondered why it was he who had to ask the question. “How’s Laura?”

“What? Oh. She…she’s fine. Pretty as ever. She’ll be glad to see you.”

Conan was on the verge of asking if there was a George or Laura fils or filles, but thought better of it. That news would have been heralded with engraved air-mail fanfares. Besides, something in George’s noncommittal tone discouraged further questions.

“Well, give her my love. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

After he hung up, he sat immobile in the twilight gray for some time, enduring the creeping doubts and second thoughts that came inevitably at this stage of the game. At length, he reached over the bar for the bourbon bottle and added a little color to his drink; quite a little color.


CHAPTER 3

Johnnie Moss was one of those graceful, golden young men of twenty-five who, entirely unwittingly, could make a man of thirty feel old and incompetent. The great passion of his life was flying, and it was typical that he made an enviably good living doing exactly what he most enjoyed.

Johnnie had one characteristic that particularly endeared him to Conan: he didn’t find it necessary to talk about his passion, or anything else, while indulging it. He spoke only those words requisite to his function or to basic courtesy, a profound relief to Conan, who considered flight an aesthetic privilege wasted on the bird brain.

The Cessna 150 took to the air in a lavender dawn from an airstrip near Holliday Beach, turned sunward over the Coast Range where wizard worlds of mossy rain forests smoothed the contours of the hills, then idled across the wide trough between the Coast Range and the Cascades. The Willamette Valley, incredibly green through drifts of cloud, patched with multitudes of small, rich farms; the Promised Land at the end of the Oregon Trail. Most of the residents of the state crowded into this valley, their cities proliferating like intricately structured fungi.

Then the plane nosed up through the clouds, striking out with a certain bravado toward the bulwarks of the Cascades. Set against the dark velvet of the forested foothills rose the glacier-carved peaks, pearls unstrung along the spine of the range. In their youth they had shaped themselves with awesome outpourings of lava, but now they entered middle age serenely, crowned with white. With occasional and ominous exceptions—like Mount St. Helens.

Beyond the crest of the Cascades, the forest changed color and texture, fir and hemlock giving way to ponderosa, that in turn surrendering to the tenacious, tough juniper. The land seemed to stretch itself to a retreating horizon, the sky became more intensely blue, the sun a dry, white glare that made dark glasses a necessity and bleached the colors of the land to subtle, grayed siennas and ochres. Even the juniper at length retreated to the heights, giving way to sagebrush. There were always mountains in view, low ranges of hills or fault block ridges, but the expanses between them reached into flat, blued distances; old lake beds, many of them, floored with alkali like unseasonable snow.

On the map, Harney and Malheur counties made two vertical rectangles side by side in the southeast corner of Oregon. The Forgotten Corner, it had been called; twenty thousand square miles, a fifth of the area of the state, yet it supported only a small fraction of its population. This was a Promised Land only for the hardy, courageous, persistent, and lucky. It was the kind of land Conan had grown up in, and he respected and even loved it, but he’d left it by choice because he understood the demands it made on the human psyche; because survival required too much of a man’s resources and left too little of his soul intact.

It was exactly 9:00 A.M. when they passed over Burns, the seat of Harney County. With a population of less than four thousand, it contained more than half the county’s inhabitants. Its main distinction in Conan’s mind was that some literate pioneer founder had named it for Robert Burns. He always wondered how the poet would have felt about having this outpost in a land he’d never seen—and probably couldn’t have imagined—named in his honor.

Past Burns, Johnnie took the plane down to a lower altitude, following the fragile line of Highway 20, Burns’s link with both east and west, drawn ruler-straight across the fossil lake bed of Harney Valley, then curling up over a range of hills named Stinkingwater Mountain. Singular. Then the highway straightened again, striking north-northeast across another basin, through which the Malheur River threaded its way eastward toward Hell’s Canyon. A lonely cluster of houses and trees on the river marked the site of Drewsey, but Johnnie turned due east before they reached it, following a dirt road that struck off the highway. He gestured downward once, shouting the word “Drinkwater” against the roar of the engine.

Conan nodded, looking down at the tiny patch of trees and buildings, the headquarters of the Double D. This survey was part of the flight plan he had outlined on Johnnie’s navigational maps before their departure. Three miles past the Double D was the border between the two warring domains, marked by the thin line of a barbed wire fence. It was a long border, stretching south ten miles, and north five miles to the Malheur River. A long border to patrol or defend.

A flash of light reflected from an oval of dull copper to the south caught his eye. That would be the Spring Creek reservoir George had told him about. It was on Drinkwater land, but within a mile of the property line.

Then he frowned, shading his eyes with one hand. The reservoir seemed nearly empty, a brown puddle ringed with darker brown, wet earth. And the dam—

He touched Johnnie’s shoulder, shouting his instructions, receiving a wordless nod as the right wing tipped down and the plane made a long arc over the reservoir.

And Conan stared numbly down.

The reservoir was nearly empty, and soon would be entirely empty. Dark earth sprayed in radiating lines that converged at what had once been the center of the dam.

It had been blown up; dynamited.

A minor disaster it might seem. It had been a simple earthen dam no more than fifty feet across; the reservoir couldn’t have been more than half a mile long.

But in a land with an annual rainfall of ten inches, and in autumn, when there would be little precipitation except in the form of snow until the following spring, it was a disaster of major proportion for the rancher who depended on it to water his cattle in their winter pastures.

George had told him that only the burning of the Black Stallion stackyard put them ahead of the Double D in total damages sustained in this miniature war. Now the score had been evened. With a vengeance.

Conan gestured to Johnnie to continue their course, grateful for his reticence and the engine noise; he was too distracted by the implications of that disaster to discuss it.

It was only seven miles via the dirt road from the Double D’s headquarters to the Black Stallion’s. He saw the trees first; an improbably lush grove, green shading to gold with the season. Cottonwoods, most of them, but soaring over them, the golden plumes of Lombardy poplars, as nobly defiant as Cyrano’s white plume. They shaded every ranch house more than fifty years old in the region, lovingly nurtured in a land where water was precious. Untended, they died and their white skeletons marked the graves of countless homesteads. Well tended, they flourished, creating green oases, barriers against dust, sun, wind, and snow.

In and around this grove was a small community, its prosperity evident in its orderly arrangement and white-painted buildings and fences. The main house and the barn were separated by an open graveled area perhaps a hundred yards across, the house putting its side to it and facing west, the barn opening onto it, facing north. These and the pump house were the oldest structures, but the windmill atop the latter had been rendered impotent by the advent of electric power, the vanes gone, and the rudder only an indicator of wind direction. The cookhouse, bunkhouse, and three private residences for familied employees were more recent additions, but still verging on middle age. The newest additions were three house trailers, two matched pairs of tall metal cylinders—silos and propane tanks—and a large building housing the shop, a totally modern, elaborately equipped automotive repair depot Conan remembered well from his last visit. The sun glared from its metal roof, glittered on the machines in the yard behind it; pickups, tractors, road graders, backhoes, and the mechanical dinosaurs that harvested, baled, and stacked the hay and alfalfa crops.

Johnnie made a circle into the wind as Conan looked down at the main house, wondering at the number of cars parked in front of it. From the air, it looked like a child’s building block to which had been added a low, pyramidal roof, but on the ground, he knew, it was quite impressive despite its prudent austerity; two stories high, built of beautifully dressed tan stone, fronted with a wide porch, it was a rare example of ostentatious display for the area. Few families of its period were prosperous enough to build stone houses, usually satisfying themselves with clapboard copies of the houses left behind east of the Mississippi.

The airstrip east of the buildings was only a bulldozed length of ’dobe, but Johnnie Moss put the plane down as smoothly as if it were new paving and taxied toward the only observable gate.

“I thought your friend had a pump. Oh—there it is.”

Conan scarcely heard him, but not because of the engine noise. There was no one in sight. Yet, George was expecting him, and the approach of the plane couldn’t have gone unnoticed.

“Are you low on fuel?” Conan asked absently.

“Yes, but I can make it to the Burns field if there’s a problem here. It’s only thirty miles.”

There was a problem here; one that had nothing to do with the availability of fuel. The conviction was only reinforced when the plane came to a stop near the gate and he finally saw a sign of life.

It came in the person of a uniformed man who approached at a measured, determined pace. The uniform was brown and tan, and included a flat-brimmed Stetson and a .38 revolver in a belt holster. From the county sheriff’s office.

Johnnie asked dryly, “That the kind of welcoming committee you were expecting?”

“Not exactly. Will you get my luggage out while I see how welcoming this committee is?”

Conan’s ears rang in the baked silence as he went out to meet the uniformed man. The light wind was cool, but it had only to stop for a moment and the heat of the sun closed in. The man squinted at Conan, his arms hanging in a ready curve. When they were within six feet of each other and came to a mutual halt, he turned his attention to the plane.

“You from the Circle-Ten?”

The Ten-Mile Ranch name was also lettered on the plane, yet he chose the brand by which to identify its owner. But Conan didn’t smile at that; he was too overwhelmed with a sense of dread to notice colloquial subtleties.

“Yes. I’m Conan Flagg. Where’s George?”

The man gave him a look in which suspicion vied with shock, then glanced back toward the ranch buildings.

“You mean George McFall. He…he’s dead.”


CHAPTER 4

Deputy Sheriff Harley Ross’s refusal to answer any questions was not to be construed as discourtesy to a stranger. He made that clear by offering to call someone to refuel the plane and by helping Conan with his luggage. Duty stilled his tongue. It was up to Sheriff Tate to decide whether Conan’s questions should be answered.

After the first shock, Conan accepted that. He sent Johnnie Moss on to Burns to take care of the plane, then walked beside Deputy Ross past the house trailers, the bunkhouse, the cookhouse, and through the graveled yard between the barn and the main house, seeing nothing and feeling nothing except the breathless heat of the morning sun.

It seemed a long way and a long time, yet he was grateful for Ross’s silence. It gave him a chance to gear his mind to rational function again; to pass the “only” stage. “If only,” and “only yesterday,” and “only thirty years old.”

Deputy Ross took him around to the front of the house, past the white picket fence, and up the five steps to the porch. The door was open, and the foyer seemed crowded, but when Ross disappeared through the double doors on the right into the living room, Conan realized there were only two other people in this shadowed passage.

He took off his sunglasses, meeting the curious stare of another of Harney County’s finest, posted by the front door. At the foot of the stairs, a dark-haired girl sat hugging her knees, black eyes mirroring the outside light. She was Chicano, and he wondered how much English she spoke, and how much of the tragedy visited on this house she understood.

More than he, perhaps.

There were voices from the living room; Deputy Ross explaining the visitor, then a rush of footsteps, and Conan turned to see Laura McFall in the doorway, gazing at him in bewilderment.

He looked for symptoms of shock and grief, but found them hidden. Pretty as ever, George had said, and it was true; the kind of perfectly structured face that makes models famous with the right lighting, yet in normal contexts attracts little attention. One was more likely to notice her copper-red hair, or her translucent, amber eyes. She wore her hair short now, and it seemed paler, faded.

“Conan? Is it—oh, Conan…” She moved toward him in an unthinking rush, but stopped short of his offered embrace.

“No, I…I’m all right.”

She wasn’t all right; it was only that she had herself under control now and knew that a sympathetic embrace would be enough to jeopardize it. The girl on the stairs had risen.

“Señora?”

“Oh, Ginger…where’s Mano?”

“Outside with one of the sheriffs, I think.” Then, unexpectedly, tears spilled from her dark eyes. “Señora, I have no words…”

Laura could risk a comforting embrace with this young woman; she was giving as much as accepting the comfort.

“I know; I understand.” Her reassuring smile was almost convincing. “You’d better go out to the cookhouse and help Mrs. Mosely. She’ll need…someone.”

“And you?”

“I’m all right. I’m fine. Thank you, Ginger.”

She nodded, then turned and nearly ran to the door at the far end of the vestibule.

“Her name’s Gabriella,” Laura murmured absently in the wake of her retreat. “I nicknamed her Ginger, or Irene would’ve called her Gabby. Oh, Conan—” Abruptly, she turned away, hands making small fists. He reached out to her, but at the tense negative shake of her head, he withdrew his hand, watching helplessly until she had restored her stern self-mastery. She looked around at him perplexedly. “But, Conan, what are you—how did you find out?”

“About George? Deputy Ross just told me.”

“Then, you didn’t know he—he was…”

Voices were still audible from the living room. One, in its cutting asperity, carried over the others; Aaron McFall’s.

“No, I didn’t know. Didn’t George tell you I was coming? That he asked me to come?”

“What? No. He didn’t say anything about you at all; not recently. Conan, I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I.” Then he glanced at the attentive deputy by the door and added vaguely, “He thought I could help him with something.”

Her eyes narrowed. “The feud? That’s right, you used to do some sleuthing on the side. He did talk about hiring an investigator. I guess he should’ve called you sooner. He might still be…”

“Please, Laura,” he said gently, “don’t start that.”

She managed a brief smile and nodded.

“Might-have-beens are dangerous. So is self-pity.”

There was something subtly out of character in her tone, but he couldn’t pinpoint it, and he reminded himself that he’d never known her well, nor had he talked to her face to face for five years. Since the wedding.

“Laura, do you feel up to telling me what happened? Ross wouldn’t tell me anything.”

“Yes. I can tell you what I know, anyway. I’m all right, Conan. Really I am. Besides, maybe you can…” She didn’t finish that speculation, instead reciting coolly, “At this point, all we’re sure of is that the dam on Alvin Drinkwater’s Spring Creek reservoir was blown up.”

“Yes, I saw it.” And recognized it as a disaster, but not a tragedy. Then, at her questioning look, he explained, “When we were flying in. How was George involved in that?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I don’t know why he was there, but he was found—his body was half buried in the debris. He was probably killed by a blow to the head. The left parietal bone was fractured.” The terminology made him pause, and reminded him that she was a registered nurse. Perhaps that explained in part her objective calm. “Fractured by what?”

“A rock, apparently. That’s what Sheriff Tate says.”

“Flying debris from the explosion?”

She shrugged, staring down at the floor.

“I suppose so.”

“All right, Laura. Do you know when it happened?”

“Probably about eleven last night. Some of the Drinkwater hands told Tate they heard an explosion then. But the reservoir is quite a distance from the ranch house, and they just passed it off as a sonic boom. There’s an Air Force base in Boise, and I guess they consider this uninhabited country; they keep making practice runs over us.”

“How did George get out to the reservoir?”

“On horseback. His horse wandered back to the barn. I saw her there this morning, still saddled. That’s when I first realized something was wrong.”

“Not till this morning?”

She nodded mechanically. “Yes. Early. A little after five. Last night George said he wanted to work in the office to get ahead on the books, since he was going…there’s a Cattlemen’s convention. Oh, Lord, I’ll have to call someone—”

“Sheriff Tate can take care of the notifications.”

“Yes, of course. Anyway, I went out to the house—we moved into the foreman’s house a year ago; Gil Potts has no family and doesn’t need the room.” She frowned, seeming to find it difficult to keep track of her narrative. “I read for a while, then went to bed. It didn’t occur to me to worry about George. I slept right through until five, then I realized he hadn’t even been to bed. I was on my way to see if he’d fallen asleep in the office, when I saw his horse, and of course he wasn’t in the office. It was locked. I sounded a general alarm, and Aaron and the boys and the buckaroos rode out to look for him.”

“Could they trail his horse?”

“I didn’t go along, but I doubt it; it’s been pretty dry lately. They didn’t find him, anyway.”

“Who did?”

“A couple of Drinkwater hands. They were just out riding fence. Spring Creek crosses the property line, and the fence was cut there.”

He raised an eyebrow. “The reservoir’s a long way from the fence line. On horseback, at least.”

“Yes, but all that water had come down the creek, so they rode up to investigate. All that water. Conan, that was Alvin’s main reservoir for his winter pastures. I just can’t believe…” She swallowed hard.

“You can’t believe George would blow up the dam? Is that the way it’s being interpreted?”

“Oh, Tate has to consider that possibility, since it’s rather obvious. Naturally, Aaron won’t accept it.”

“I find it a little hard to swallow, myself. Who called Tate?”

“Alvin. The two men who found—one of them rode to the ranch house to tell Alvin. He called Tate, then went out to the reservoir. Aaron and the Running S crew arrived on the scene about the same time as Tate and his deputies. I guess it’s a good thing Tate was on hand, or someone else might’ve been killed.” Her breath came out in a long sigh. “That’s all I know. Tate’s in the living room now, trying to get some answers out of Aaron and the boys. Conan, what are you going to do?”

He looked at her blankly, taken off guard.

“I don’t know.”

“Laura?”

They both turned toward the living room door. The young man standing there seemed made all of supple, tough brown leather. The Western-style shirt and Levis clung to his lean body as if they’d been tailored; a practical consideration, Conan knew, for someone to whom riding was a living, not a pleasure. His hair was nearly black, slipping down over his forehead to shadow eyes of an unusually bright blue. George had had the same intensely blue eyes, although his hair had been a tawny, sun-bleached brown.

Abraham Lincoln McFall. Conan recognized him easily enough. He would be about twenty-two now.

But Linc didn’t seem to recognize him. The blue eyes reflected both suspicion and a curiously defensive attitude. It was Laura who evoked the latter; Conan didn’t realize that until she spoke and Linc’s attention shifted to her.

“It’s all right, Linc,” she said, answering a question he hadn’t voiced. “You remember Conan Flagg, don’t you?”

Linc admitted the memory, but almost reluctantly, asking warily, “What brings you out here?”

“An SOS of sorts, and I liked the circumstances of my last visit better. I…just heard about George.” Linc’s unresponsive stare discouraged any expression of condolence, and Conan turned uncomfortably to Laura. “I should talk to Sheriff Tate.”

She nodded and led the way to the living room doors.

“Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

Conan remembered the stone fireplace on the wall opposite the door; the entire room had an air of familiarity the memories from his one visit here didn’t explain. It was very much like the living room of the old house at the Ten-Mile; a totally masculine room whose furnishings were chosen solely for their function, and if among the overstuffed, mail-order styles there were a few fine old pieces left by previous generations, it was only because they had proved themselves in terms of utility.

It was a room without books. The shelves on either side of the window on the right wall were occupied with trophies, symbols of prowess in riding, cattle breeding, or shooting. On the left wall in a glass-fronted case by the office door was a rack of hunting guns of various makes and calibers. All the walls were hung with animal heads, glass eyes staring out in a morbid facsimile of life. It was also a room without paintings. The wall over the mantel, which might have held a portrait of an ancestor, was occupied by the head of an elk with a magnificent spread of antlers.

Between the glass-eyed hunting trophies and the curious human occupants of the room, Conan felt as if he’d suddenly stepped onto a stage. Or mounted a scaffold.

The two men sitting on the couch to his right were both strangers. The older of them wore a tie and conservative business suit, which with his thin-soled shoes marked him as a town dweller. The other wore dusty boots and Levis and a curled-brim Stetson.

Conan found himself giving this man a second look, and wondering why. One of the buckaroos, or, more likely, the foreman. A weather-worn face caged in prominent bones, sage gray eyes set in a squint made permanent by years under the sun.

The man in the chair to the right of the fireplace was uniformed, complete with star, Stetson, and revolver. He’d done his share of riding at one time or another; his hands showed it, but with the arrival of middle age, he was putting on weight, most of it accumulating in the area just above his low-slung belt. This would be Sheriff Joe Tate.

Conan looked for Deputy Harley Ross and found him in the corner to his left, leaning against a high counter. No. A bar. A new addition, and an unexpected one.

The young man slumped in the chair near the bar could only be Ted. Theodore Roosevelt McFall. He was fourteen when Conan had last seen him, still a boy, but he was a grown man now, with big, sun-browned, capable hands and shoulders that strained the seams of his shirt. Conan wasn’t prepared for his resemblance to George. The same tawny hair, strong cheekbones and jawline, and intense blue eyes. He wondered if Ted had the same slow, wry smile.

He wondered, too, if he’d been purposely avoiding, or delaying, recognizing Aaron McFall.

The elder McFall sat in an armchair to the left of the fireplace, and the genetic source of his three sons’ blue eyes was obvious; Aaron’s burned incandescent from under white brows. Unlike the sheriff, he hadn’t gone to paunch with age. He might be a little thicker in the torso, but his posture and general physical condition were at odds with his hair, still thick, but white as snow—or ice.

Yet the last five years had exacted more of a toll than would be expected, incising the lines in his face, sinking his eyes deeper into their sockets. Perhaps it was only the last year, or the last few hours.

“I know you,” he said sharply. “You’re Henry Flagg’s boy. What the hell’re you doin’ here?”


CHAPTER 5

At that abrupt greeting, Laura stiffened as if she’d been slapped.

“He’s here because George asked him to come.”

That was something Conan would have preferred to reveal himself, in his own time, but the damage was done.

Aaron said curtly, “George never said a damn thing to me about him.”

Laura sighed as she went to the chair Ted vacated and silently offered her.

“Thanks, Ted. Aaron, he didn’t say anything about it to me, either. Oh—I’ve neglected the introductions. Dr. Walter Maxwell…” This was the elderly man in the business suit; then the man at the other end of the couch, “Gil Potts, our foreman. And Sheriff Joe Tate. Conan Flagg, an old friend of George’s and mine.” Then she looked up at Ted, standing by her chair, and added, “You met Ted, of course, Conan, but that was a few years ago.”

As the small ceremonies of shaking hands and exchanging guarded amenities were observed, Conan noted that Linc was standing near the door, arms folded, watching everyone’s every move, particularly his.

When the courtesies were concluded, Joe Tate resettled his hat on his head and himself in his chair and squinted up at Conan.

“You say George asked you to come, Mr. Flagg? Mebbe you can clear up a little question of a phone call we been wonderin’ about. You call him yesterday evenin’?”

Conan found both that deduction and his cool, thoughtful tone impressive.

“Yes, I called him. It was about six.”

“Tallies. Jest a friendly call?”

“No. A business call.”

“I s’pose George had some dealin’s with the Ten-Mile.”

Conan hesitated, not because he was reluctant to explain George’s call to Tate; he simply objected to doing so in such public surroundings. But there was an alternative to verbal explanation. He took George’s letter from his breast pocket and handed it to Tate.

“I think this will answer your questions, Sheriff.”

“Well, I’m obliged, Mr. Flagg.”

“That from George?” Aaron demanded. “What’s it about?”

“Can’t say yet.” Tate donned bifocals and read the letter, frowning all the while, then took time to put his glasses back into his shirt pocket before turning a speculative eye on Conan.

“This what you and George talked about on the phone?”

But Aaron cut in impatiently, “Hand it here, Joe.”

Tate went up a few notches in Conan’s estimation when, with a questioning look, he left it to Conan to decide whether that sharp command should be obeyed, and when Conan reached for the letter, returned it to him without hesitation.

“Thank you, Sheriff. Yes, this is what we talked about.”

Aaron shot to the edge of his chair.

“Jest a gawdamned minute! That letter come from George, didn’t it? He was my son, and if it’s got anythin’ to do—”

“Aaron, please,” Dr. Maxwell put in, quietly insistent. “If you don’t simmer down, you’ll work yourself up to another heart attack.”

That possibility didn’t seem to concern Aaron, but it distracted him enough for Tate to resume his low-key interrogation.

“Well, Mr. Flagg, an honest-to-God private detective is somethin’ we don’t often run into in these parts.”

Conan restrained any overt expression of annoyance at that oblique but revealing query as he opened his wallet to his private investigator’s license.

“Honest enough,” he quipped as he handed it to Tate. “But if you want a character reference, try Steve Travers. He’s chief of detectives for the Salem division of the state police.”

“I’ve had some dealin’s with Travers. He come from around Pendleton, too, didn’t he?” Then he frowned. “This address says Holliday Beach. I thought you was from the Ten-Mile.”

“I am, but Holliday Beach is my home now.”

Tate mulled that over, appraising him with a skeptical squint as he returned the billfold.

“What do you intend to do now, Mr. Flagg? I mean, now that George is…” He didn’t finish that, glancing uncomfortably at Laura, but she was intent on Conan, waiting for his answer.

“I’m obligated to George, alive or dead. If I can, I’ll meet that obligation.”

“Obligation!” Aaron repeated contemptuously. “Damn it, we got trouble enough already, so you can jest take your obligation and chuck it! George is dead, and he don’t need you no more, and we sure as hell don’t.”

“Aaron!” Laura came to her feet, white and trembling. “Conan was a friend of George’s, and he’s here at his invitation. He’s also my friend, and I won’t have a friend of mine treated that way.”

Aaron seemed vaguely confused at that charged protest, but it served to cool his antagonism, at least temporarily. His pride precluded a direct apology to Conan, but not a lamely placating gesture.

“I said we got enough trouble, but it ain’t of your makin’. You’re welcome to stay on here if you want.”

Conan managed to keep a straight face. “Thank you.”

“But if this here obligation has anything to do with George bein’ murdered”—he sent Tate an accusing glance—“I wanta know about it.”

“Oh, Aaron…” Laura sank back into her chair with a disspirited sigh.

“Well, I got a right to know,” he insisted. “He was my son. Now, what was that letter about?”

“I don’t recognize your right to know,” Conan said tightly, “simply because George was your son. I will discuss it with you because it concerns the ranch, but only in private.”

“In private!” The color began moving up into his face. “Listen, Flagg, this ain’t one of your fancy corporation ranches. This here’s a family business. Always has been and always will be. I got no secrets from the family.” He seemed to realize the room was a little crowded then, and added, “Joe and Harley Ross got a right to know ’cause they’re the law. As for Walt…” This with a glance at Dr. Maxwell. “Well, he’s jest about one of the family.”

Conan said nothing, only sending a questioning look at the foreman, Gil Potts, who met it with a level confidence soon explained by Aaron’s response.

“Gil’s one of the family, too.”

Conan shrugged at that. “You run your business your way, I’ll run mine my way. I’ll discuss it with you in private.”

“Discuss it in perdition, then, for all I care!”

“Oh, Conan, you may as well tell him now,” Laura put in dully. “He’ll spread it all over the county anyway, if he wants to.”

Aaron said reproachfully, “Now, Laura, you got no call to say that.”

“Don’t I? Conan, please. I can’t…there’s been too much to deal with at once.”

He studied her taut, pallid face, and recognizing the futility of further resistance and the price it was exacting from her, he surrendered the letter to Aaron, putting an ironic emphasis on the last word as he said, “I’ll at least ask that this be kept in the family.”

Aaron ignored that and for some time frowned over the letter, his intentness revealing not only his emotional state, but a myopia he refused to recognize by wearing glasses.

“‘…or somebody will end up dead.’” He read the words numbly, as if they didn’t make sense, then roused himself and looked up at Conan, his suspicion apparently unallayed.

“So, George hired you to play private detective.”

Conan’s temper was getting short.

“I don’t play private detective.”

“Whatever you call it, then. He says here he wants you to help him ‘get to the bottom of this.’ The trouble between me and Alvin? Is that what he meant?”

“Obviously. Now this ‘trouble’ includes his death.”

Aaron snorted derisively and tossed the letter onto the table by his chair.

“How much was George aimin’ to pay you for gettin’ to the bottom?” Then, perhaps recognizing a danger signal in Conan’s eyes, he went on defensively, “Well, it don’t take no detective to figger out what’s plain as day.”

Conan went to the table and retrieved the letter.

“Apparently George didn’t agree.”

“And look what come of that. If he’d listened to me—” He paused, the muscles of his jaw swelling. “Anyhow, it don’t take no detective to figger out who killed him.”

This shaft was aimed at Tate, who was occupied with unwrapping and lighting a formidable cigar, a task he finished before he responded.

“So, you got it all figgered out, Aaron?”

“Damn right, and so’ve you, so how come you’re sittin’ here jawin’ while that sonofabitch gets off free as a bird?”

Tate emitted a leisurely puff of smoke.

“You mean Alvin?”

“Who’d you think I meant? The President of the United States?”

“Well, y’know, I gotta be sure I have a case before I take a man to court. If Alvin did kill him, I need a motive. The only one I can come up with now is he must’ve found George foolin’ around with his dam and flew mad over it.”

“What d’you mean, foolin’ around with his dam?”

“Somebody blew it up, Aaron.”

“It sure as hell wasn’t George!”

“Then what was he doin’ out to the rezzavoy?”

“I don’t know! But him bein’ there don’t mean he dynamited the dam. That’s what that bassard wants you to think. Mebbe he blew it up hisself so’s ever’ damn fool ’round here would figger it that way!”

Tate apparently took no insult at being lumped with local damn fools. “Well, that could be,” he conceded, “but it still don’t tell me why Alvin would wanta kill him.”

“For the same reason he’s been poisonin’ my cattle and burnin’ my haystacks! You want a sensible reason for anything from a man like that?”

“But you ain’t the only spread around here had trouble lately.”

“I told you, I don’t know a damn thing about the trouble Alvin’s had. I never so much as set foot on his land.”

Tate only nodded. “Funny, though, Alvin told me the same thing about the trouble you been havin’.”

For a moment, Conan thought Aaron would attack Tate physically, but before he could even get a coherent word out, he was distracted.

“Pa, you know Joe has to get court proof.” It was Ted, miserably apologetic, pleading not so much for agreement as for peace. But he was looking to the wrong source for that.

Aaron turned on him, his features rigid and crimsoned.

“Who’re you speakin’ for? Me? Or your brother? Why the hell don’t you jest go on and move in with that little piece of skirt? You can’t even show any loyalty at a time like this! But I guess you already showed your colors when you took—”

“Aaron, for God’s sake!” Laura pressed her clenched hands to her forehead. “At a time like this—can’t you show any—any feeling for anyone? Any vestige of human—” Then abruptly she rose and ran to the door. “I can’t stand this! I can’t stand it!”

She was gone before anyone could stop her, and in the ensuing silence Linc glared at his father.

“You satisfied now, Pa?”

He didn’t stay to hear any answer Aaron might have made, but turned on his heel and exited, calling Laura’s name. Afterward, there were a few uncomfortable shiftings and exchanges of glances in the room, but Aaron was oblivious to them, staring blankly at the space where Linc had been. Yet if he regretted his behavior, it was obvious he had no intention of admitting it. Conan watched him settle back in his chair in bristling silence, and wondered when Aaron McFall would weep for his son. Only in solitude, if then.

“So, you figger you got an obligation to George?” After the tense silence, that abrupt charge was startling.

Conan nodded. “Yes.”

“Then you wanta pl—to get to the bottom of this thing, like George said?”

“If I’m not stopped.”

“What could stop you?”

“Either you or Sheriff Tate. Especially you.”

“Well now, I can’t speak for Joe, here, but I won’t put nothin’ in your way.”

Conan studied him skeptically.

“So. Why the change of heart, Aaron?”

“Why? Look, I figger it this way, Flagg: you and me is headed up the same pass. We both wanta nail the man who killed George. Right? I know who killed him, but Joe needs his court proof. So, mebbe you can come up with it.”

“Maybe. Apparently, you haven’t considered the possibility that Drinkwater is innocent.”

Aaron’s eyes narrowed until the blue was invisible.

“Consider all you damn please, but if you get the man who killed George, it’ll be Alvin.”

“I can’t argue that now.” Conan pulled in a deep breath, then nodded. “So, we’re in agreement. Momentarily. But before I go ahead with an investigation, you’d better be sure you understand my terms. First, George is still my client. Not you. Second, this ‘court proof’ you’re so willing to let me search for may not point to Drinkwater, but I won’t ignore or change any facts to satisfy you.”

“It’ll point to Alvin.”

“Another thing, you said—” He stopped as Linc returned, gave his father a single cold glance, then resumed his position by the door like a sentry.

It was Dr. Maxwell who asked, “How’s Laura?”

“She’s all right. Said she’d be out to the cookhouse.”

Aaron seemed even less inclined to show any remorse in Linc’s presence, ignoring his return entirely.

“So, what’s the other thing?” he asked of Conan.

“You said you wouldn’t put anything in my way. I’ll interpret that as an offer of full cooperation.”

“Whatever you want. I mean, within reason.”

“No. Not if you expect to draw the boundaries of reason. You have my word, I won’t ask anything I don’t consider necessary to the investigation, but I’ll draw the lines.”

Before Aaron could protest, Linc burst out, “Investigation? What’s goin’ on here?”

Aaron said curtly, “George hired Flagg to get to the bottom of this trouble. I know who’s at the bottom, so if he can come up with any proof of it, well and good.”

“What? Damn it, we don’t need some outsider stickin’ his nose into—”

“Listen, boy, it ain’t up to you to decide what we need.” Then as Linc lapsed into smoldering silence, he turned to Conan. “All right, you got your cooperation.”

Conan made no response to that, addressing his next question to Joe Tate.

“Laura told me George worked late in the office last night. Did anyone see him leave it?”

“No, but Morgan Hayes—he’s one of the buckaroos—says he seen a light in the office right before he turned in. That was about eight.”

“The door was locked when Laura came looking for George early this morning. Has anyone been in the office since?”

“Don’t guess anybody’s had time to. Far’s I know, it’s still locked. Harley, give that door a try.”

The deputy went to the door on the left-hand wall; when it refused to open, Conan turned to Aaron.

“Who has keys to it?”

“Well, I do, and the boys. And Gil, naturally.”

“May I have them?” It wasn’t a request; it was a demand and a test, and Aaron seemed to recognize both.

“Now listen here, I got a ranch to run, and I can’t—”

“George spent the last few hours before he died in that room; there may be evidence bearing on his death in there, and if so, I want to be sure no one gets to it before I do. And that’s the last time I’ll explain myself to you. You offered cooperation, and I’m calling you.”

Aaron’s mouth tightened into a thin, hard line, but at length he reached into his pants pocket, removed a key from a jangling ring, and tossed it to him. It fell short, forcing Conan to pick it up off the floor. Gil Potts was more courteous, rising to dig into his pocket, even offering a brief smile as he presented his key.

“Don’t have much use for the thing, anyhow.”

Ted was equally cooperative; it was Linc who threatened real resistance.

“He’s got no right comin’ in here and—”

“I give him the right,” Aaron said testily. “Let him have your key.” Then, when Linc had complied, “All right, Flagg, anything else you want in the way of cooperation?”

“Not at the moment. Sheriff, what about George’s horse? Where is it?”

“Out to the barn. Nobody’s touched it ’cept my deppity. I had him look her over.”

“Did he find anything?”

“Don’t know yet. Haven’t talked to Ollie.” He rose, took a last puff on his cigar, and tossed it into the fireplace. “Come on, we’ll take a look. Aaron, you can go ahead with the funeral arrangements. Have Roy get in touch with me. Doc, any idea when you’ll be finished?”

Walter Maxwell had also risen and stood working the brim of his hat in his hands, regarding Aaron with the tired, cognizant eyes of one familiar with every form of grief.

“I’ll take care of the autopsy today. Aaron, I’m going out to see Laura, and I’ll leave some pills with her; something for both of you, to help you sleep.” Then with a glance at Ted and Linc, “You boys, too. Won’t hurt you, and it might help.”

Ted said, “Thanks, Doc.”

“Sure. Aaron…I’m sorry.” Then with a long sigh he turned to the door. “Just don’t get yourself riled up.”

As he shuffled away, an unknowing observer would guess him to be the bereaved father, not Aaron McFall.


CHAPTER 6

“Mr. Flagg, I don’t know you from Adam,” Tate observed as they crossed the graveled yard between the house and the barn with a pair of shaggy, mongrel dogs tagging along curiously. “Guess I better give Steve Travers a call.”

“I don’t think you have any alternative, in your position, Sheriff.” The wind had died and the air felt hot to the touch. Conan looked ahead to the barn, eyes aching with the harsh sunglare reflected from its whitewashed walls.

It was an old building of beautiful proportions, the roof coming to a point over the loft in the center, then breaking into a shallower angle at each side. A louvered cupola sat the ridgepole, graced by a weather vane on which an ebony-enameled stallion pranced. Surrounding the barn on three sides was a maze of corrals with skinned posts weathered to satiny silver. To his left, beyond the corrals, Conan saw a pair of buckaroos lounging on the bunkhouse porch, but no one else was visible except the deputy standing in the barn door by a sorrel mare.

“Guess Ollie unsaddled her,” Tate commented. “Told him to keep ever’body away from her. Yep, I better have a word with Travers, but I don’t figger it’ll change my mind none.”

“I suppose I’d have to know how your mind’s set before I take any encouragement from that.”

Tate shrugged. “Well, I wouldn’t usually take to any outsider hornin’ in on somethin’ like this, but y’know, I always admired young George. Smart as a whip, but he kep’ both feet square on the ground. So, I figger he had his reasons for callin’ you, and they’d be good ones. And then—how much did he tell you about the trouble here?”

“Quite a bit in general terms, but not much in detail.”

“I can give you plenty of details; got a file a foot thick on this jackpot, and I never got a handhold on it. Like chasin’ smoke. But you, now, mebbe you can get a bead on it from another slant. I figger it’s worth a try.”

Conan smiled obliquely. “Desperation makes strange alliances. Well, I’ll try not to get in your way, and if I can help you, that’s only fair. I won’t get far without your help.”

“Well now, that’s sorta what I was hopin’ you’d say. Mebbe we can scratch each other’s back.” He tilted his head to give Conan an amiable grin. “But you take one step out of line, Mr. Flagg, you’ll find out your welcome in Harney County’s run out.”

Conan nodded acceptance, knowing full well the threat wasn’t idle. The sheriff was on home turf here; he could close almost any door at which Conan might knock.

“Ho, Ollie.” Tate touched his fingers to his hat brim as they approached the deputy. “This here’s Conan Flagg. He was a friend of George’s. Ollie Cartwright.”

The deputy offered a terse acknowledgment while Tate ran a hand along the horse’s neck.

“Easy, girl. Got herself purty well lathered up sometime or ’nother. Where’s her saddle and riggin’, Ollie?”

“Jest inside the barn there. I looked it over.”

“You find anything on it?”

“Nope. If George left here carryin’ anything, it was in his pockets. Wasn’t even a lariat on the saddle.”

Conan frowned at the white mud caked on the hooves.

“Was she curried before George took her out last night?” Cartwright glanced at Tate before answering.

“She took outa here clean. I asked some of the hands.”

Tate pushed his hat back to scratch his forehead.

“Wonder where she got into all that mud. Mebbe the rezzavoy. Almost have to be; most of the cricks is dried up this time of year, and we didn’t have no rain last night.”

Conan searched his pockets for a container, but the plastic evidence bags he usually used were still in his luggage. Finally, he took out the envelope containing George’s letter.

“Sheriff, I want to get a sample of that mud. Will you hold her head for me?”

Tate reached for the reins, cautioning, “Jest don’t move too quick and get her spooked.” Then he added with a short laugh, “Sorry, forgot you ain’t a greenhorn.”

Conan kept a wary eye on the mare’s hind legs as he scraped some mud from her forefoot into the envelope. She wasn’t pleased at a stranger taking such liberties, but restrained herself to nervous shiftings. He gave her shoulder a grateful pat as he straightened and turned to Tate.

“Thanks, Sheriff. I’d like to see that saddle now.”

“Come on, we’ll both take a look.”

If Ollie Cartwright had missed anything, it also escaped Conan’s eye. There were no saddlebags, nor even a toolbag tied to the leather strings; nothing in which anything might be carried. Finally he rose, frowning.

“You know, if George went to the reservoir intending to blow up the dam, he couldn’t have gone empty-handed.”

Tate nodded agreement. “I know. Course, I’m not so sure it was him who blowed it up. It looks bad, the way this damn feud’s been goin’. Most folks’ll figger it that way. But there wasn’t nothin’ in his pockets ’cept a pack of cigarettes. If he did handle any dynamite, though, we can mebbe get some traces off his hands.”

“What about gloves?”

“We didn’t find none on him nor anywheres near. Ollie, get somebody to see to that mare, then round up Harley and Cece. We better get back to town.” Tate began walking toward the two county cars parked in front of the house. “’Nother queer thing, Mr. Flagg, somethin’ else we didn’t find. Wire cutters.”

Conan looked at him sharply, no doubt asking the same question Tate had already asked himself. How did the fence crossing Spring Creek get cut if George didn’t do it?

“Interesting, Sheriff, but a pair of wire cutters could get lost in the debris from the explosion, and when was the fence last seen intact?”

“I know. I could give you half a dozen mebbes for that. For almost ever’thing that’s happened ’round here this last year.”

“Right now I’d just like a maybe to explain why George went to the reservoir. When I talked to him last night, he mentioned it, but only as an example of past cooperation between Aaron and Drinkwater. He didn’t seem at all concerned about it, and he said nothing to suggest he intended going out there.” Conan sank into musing silence for a moment, then, “How long a ride is it to the reservoir?”

“A good hour ’n a half at a walk, and there ain’t many stretches you could go any faster ’less you wanta break your horse’s leg. ’Specially at night. There was a full moon, but it’d still be a slow ride.”

“One of the hands saw a light in the office at eight o’clock. Did anyone see a light later, or see or hear George ride out?”

“If they did, they ain’t sayin’ so.”

“Have you some idea where everyone was after eight?”

“You mean like alibis? Well, the buckaroos was in the bunkhouse. Some of ’em got up a poker game, but they’d all turned in by nine. Days start before sunup out here; ain’t many night owls around. Lessee, Laura went out to her house at seven-thirty, and Aaron and Ted turned in ’bout then, too. Wil Mosely was down to Jenturer to pick up some auto parts.”

Conan was having a hard time translating, “Jenturer,” finally connecting it with the nearby town of Juntura. “Oh, yes, Wil Mosely. Shop foreman, isn’t he?”

“Yep. His wife Irene’s ranch cook. She went to bed soon as she got supper cleaned up; little before eight. She says Wil come home ’bout nine-thirty. The Moselys been workin’ here for near twenty years, y’know, and they never would even listen to a bad word ’gainst the McFalls.”

“Was George in the office when Wil came home?”

“He says he didn’t see a light in the windah. Lessee, the Messican couple turned in at eight, too, but they’re out anyhow. Neither one ever sat a horse; scared pink of ’em.”

“And that leaves Linc and Gil Potts.”

“They went into town last night. Left here at seven.”

“Into Burns? Why?”

“Oh, jest to kick up their heels, mostly.” He came to a stop, putting his back to the house, frowning absently up at the sky. “Anything I despise, it’s gossip, but you’ll be hearin’ plenty of that. ’Specially ’bout Linc.”

Conan nodded. “When I was here five years ago, George was wondering when—or if—Linc was going to settle down.”

“Well, he ain’t settled yet. Fact is, he’s jest got wilder. Aaron sent him off to Oregon State a couple years back. Prob’ly George’s idea. He took so well to college, guess he figgered it’d be good for Linc, too.”

“That’s usually an error. What happened?”

“Oh, Linc come home after two quarters. It ain’t that he’s dumb; jest seems like a fish outa water wherever he happens to be. And he had somethin’ eatin’ at him then. Y’see, Linc and Alvin’s oldest girl, Charlotte, used to see a lot of each other.”

Conan raised an eyebrow. “When was that?”

“Since they was kids, really. I always sorta hoped Charl would settle him down, and I still think she might’ve, but Aaron and Alvin weren’t neither one too happy ’bout them pairin’ up. I don’t know what happened, but they split up right before Linc went off to college, then while he was gone, she come down with diabeteez. Real bad, too. Doc said she was walkin’ a tightrope ever’ minute of her life with the ins’lin and all that.” He paused, briefly distracted. “I guess she finally took a step the wrong way.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, she died. That was two years ago, right after Linc come home from college. He took it hard, too. I figger that’s one reason he’s got so wild since.”

“You said they parted company before he went to college; did they get back together afterwards? Before she died?”

“Well, I don’t rightly know. If they did, they kep’ it quiet. Course, Aaron and Alvin was dead set against it. Damn fools, both of ’em. First, Alvin sayin’ Linc’s too wild; never make a fit husband for his girl. Then Aaron takin’ insult and sayin’ Charl wasn’t good enough for his son. In the end, it didn’t matter a damn; not with Charl dead.” He turned at the sound of distant voices, watching his deputies, Aaron, Linc, and Gil Potts leave the house and walk together to the cars.

“There’s somethin’ else you’ll prob’ly be hearin’ about, Mr. Flagg. Before this feud got fired up, Ted was romancin’ Bridgie Drinkwater. That’s Alvin’s youngest, and the only one left home. He has a boy, Austin, but he didn’t stick with the ranch. Career Army, and a major by now. He’s over in Germany some’eres.”

Conan looked across at Aaron, remembering his caustic attack on Ted. That “little piece of skirt” was Alvin Drinkwater’s daughter. But something else in that tirade was still unexplained: Ted had already shown his colors. In courting Bridgie? Or was there more to it? But he deferred that inquiry for the moment.

“Sheriff, just how ‘wild’ is Linc?”

“Well, I never had to th’ow him in jail.” Tate resumed his ambling walk toward the cars. “Thought I would once on an A and B, but it turned out the other feller swang first. Mostly, Linc jest hits the booze and commences to holler and whoop, and when he starts drag-strippin’ in that fancy for’n car, he’s a menace. And I ain’t had any complaints wrote out, y’understand, but I guess he’s a menace with women, too, and he don’t seem to mind much if they’re married. Now, that worries me. He’s li’ble to end up ventilated with a shotgun. But sometimes I ain’t sure he’d care.”

They were nearing the cars where the deputies, Aaron, and the subject of their conversation were standing, and Tate lowered his voice slightly.

“Anyhow, what got me off on all this was alibis. Like I said, Linc and Gil was in town, and neither one of ’em is sure exac’ly when they come home, but it wasn’t before three A.M. They saw the bars in town closed.”

“Does Potts often join Linc in the heel-kicking?” Conan frowned as he realized the foreman had disappeared from the group ahead.

“Matter of fact, he does, but it ain’t what you might think. Gil’s took a likin’ to the boy, and he’s smarter’n Aaron or even George was about him. Keeps an easy rein, y’know, but never lets him get his head down so’s he can really start buckin’. Since Gil come to the Runnin’ S, I ain’t had nearly so much trouble keepin’ Linc outa jail.”

“When did Potts join the Running S?”

“Oh, ’bout a year and a half ago.” Then he gave Conan a crooked smile. “Gil used to ride for the Double D.”

“He what?”

“Yep. Damn small world ’round these parts. Howdy, Aaron. Me and the boys’ll take outa here and leave you be. Ollie, you and Cece might as well get goin’.” Then as the two deputies departed with a slamming of doors and a rattling roar, Tate sauntered over to the other car, motioning Ross in, talking over the roof to Aaron. “I’m sorry as hell about this, you know that.”

“I know, Joe.” He turned a suspicious squint on Conan. “All I want is to see it done with.”

“I’m doin’ my best, and Mr. Flagg and me sorta come to an agreement. Can’t say I like an outsider nosin’ ’round in this, but if George hired him, and you go along…well, all right. Him and me’ll work together.”

That assurance obviously did nothing to brighten Linc’s day, but however transparent his feelings, he wasn’t prepared to voice them again in Aaron’s presence. Conan almost regretted that; it would have kept Aaron in his camp out of sheer perverseness, and the elder McFall was having second thoughts.

“Glad to hear you two hit it off so good,” Aaron said to Tate, but, like Linc, his eyes never strayed from Conan.

But Joe Tate was a man of rare good sense. He favored Conan with a cool look and replied, “Well, now, I never said we was signin’ up to be friends for life. I don’t b’lieve in payin’ out on a nag till I seen it run. Talk to you later, Aaron.”

When he had departed in a spray of dust and gravel, Aaron stalked away with the curt announcement, “Me and Linc’s goin’ into town to see Roy Caplin about the funeral.”

Neither of them looked back, Linc following his father to the long, metal-roofed shed extending from the corner of the picket fence. Conan wondered if Aaron would choose the shining black Continental for this occasion. He didn’t. Linc drove him away in the black Buick station wagon.


CHAPTER 7

Ted McFall was waiting at the front door. He looked pale and haggard, but managed a constrained smile.

“I’ll help you get your stuff up to your room.”

He took the suitcase while Conan perched the Stetson on his head, draped the sheepskin jacket over one arm, and with the briefcase in his free hand followed him up the stairs. As they reached the top, he glanced into the open doors ahead. The boys’ bedrooms, probably, each taking up a corner of the house.

“Where’s Laura, Ted?”

“She’s still out to the cookhouse. Your room’s down this way.” He made an about-face and led Conan along the balustrade surrounding the stairwell toward the front of the house. “She likes to work in the cookhouse. I mean, she always did, and mebbe now…” He concluded with an expressive shrug, then, “Here it is.”

A door opened off each side of the hall; as Ted turned into the one on the left, Conan glanced into the other. The master bedroom, no doubt, and only Aaron would occupy that.

But the guest room was impressive enough; a spacious, airy room the same size as the living room, which was directly below it. The windows were in the same relative positions, two on the long wall opposite the door, and a big double one looking out over the front porch. The room was obviously a repository for several generations’ “good” furniture, including a beautifully carved bedstead, probably a gift to an ancestral McFall couple on the occasion of their wedding.

Ted put the suitcase down by the bed and waved in the direction of the door on the left wall.

“The bathroom’s in there. Laura said to tell you if you need anything, jest holler.”

Conan deposited his load and went to one of the windows on the opposite wall; it looked across to the barn through a mosaic of leaves. Then he turned, studying Ted, who waited uncertainly, hands thrust in his pockets. He’d rather be elsewhere, Conan knew, and alone.

“Is this the first…the first time you’ve lost someone close?”

Ted stiffened, immediately on the defensive, but after giving Conan a close scrutiny, he seemed to relax a little.

“I guess it is. Ma died when—when I was born. There never was anybody I was really close to. Bert Kimmons, mebbe, but it wasn’t like he was family.” An uncomfortable pause, then, “Mr. Flagg, did you…was you and George close?”

“No. We were friends. It isn’t hurting me as much as it is you.” He looked away, then down at his watch; the morning was nearly gone, and in any case, he had no more desire than Ted did to pursue the subject of grief.

“Ted, I want to see the reservoir. Do you know if that fence is still down?”

“Guess so. Joe Tate said nobody was to touch it.”

“I’ll need a horse. Can you take care of that?”

“Well, you can have Molly. She’s mine. Sort of a pet horse, I guess; no good for workin’, but she’s gentle as a milk pen calf.” He stopped, his face going red. “I don’t mean to say you’d need a—a gentle…I mean…”

Conan laughed as he lifted his suitcase onto the bed.

“It’s a long time since I looked a bronc in the eye. Give me a few minutes to change clothes.”

Ted waited patiently through the transformation, and Conan refrained from questioning him; he needed a little time to get used to this stranger in their midst.

But as he buttoned the trim-waisted shirt and belted the hip-hugging Levis, Conan felt himself less a stranger. The metamorphosis went deeper than costuming. It was not only a step into a familiar river of remembered experience, but a recognition of his present context.

The boots seemed to epitomize that. Last night, when he took them from their storage place, they struck him as vaguely ridiculous; thirteen inches high, toes molded to a cramping point, high heels sloping in rakishly. But now, with the prospect of a long ride before him, they began to make sense. They were designed for function, not effect; to assure a man’s efficiency and survival on horseback, and for some tasks, there was still no viable substitute for the horse; not in this country or in this business.

The Stetson was of the same ilk; dust-colored beaver felt with a wide, curling brim. It could serve as protection from sun, rain, or snow, as a goad or semaphore, or even as a water bucket. Vanity couldn’t be separated from function in clothing, and a buckaroo might spend a month’s wages on his hat and boots, but function was of necessity his primary concern. These were tools more than adornment, and as Conan settled the hat on his head he found its uncompromising weight and sturdiness eminently reassuring.

He nodded to Ted. “Let’s go have a look at Molly.”

*

When they passed from the white, hot morning sunlight into the cavernous darkness of the barn, Conan took a deep breath, savoring the cool, earth-animal-hay smell. Ted led the way into the tack room, where the scent of leather was added to the rich mélange. The walls were festooned with bridles, halters, hackamores, reins, and lariats, among them a few of braided rawhide, masterworks of an unrecognized folk art. Ten saddles draped with blankets and chaps straddled wooden jacks.

“You—uh, mind usin’ George’s saddle?” Ted asked. “You could use my rig, but I’ll need it if I’m gonna take you out to the rezzavoy.” It was an awkward situation for him; he was reluctant to ask Conan to use something belonging to a dead friend, but found it equally unthinkable to offer any saddle other than his own.

“No, I don’t mind, Ted.” Conan found the situation awkward for another reason: he wasn’t planning on an escort.

Ted took a bridle from a hook and swung the saddle onto his back, bending a little under its forty pounds.

“Molly, now, you can use her anytime you want. She’s a good ridin’ horse. Laura takes her out a lot.”

Most of the stalls were empty, but a few horses were always kept in the barn so they’d be available on short notice. Night horses, these reserves were called. Ted opened one of the stalls to be greeted affectionately by a blue roan Appaloosa mare. He laughed as she nuzzled his hip pocket until he produced a few dusty cubes of sugar.

“That’s Laura’s doin’. Got her spoilt rotten. Hey, Mol, you pineared plug.”

Molly, an elegant little creature who could never honestly be called a plug, submitted graciously to having the blanket and saddle flung upon her back. In the stall opposite, a muffled whinnie attracted Conan to another piece of horseflesh that was anything but a plug; a tall, black stallion, its coat gleaming silkily in the soft light.

“This another pet horse?” he asked.

Ted looked up from threading the latigo and gave a curt laugh as he glanced across at the stallion.

“Don’t let Linc hear you say that. That’s Domino. Pa put out five thousand for that stud; give it to Linc for graduation. And I wouldn’t think too serious about takin’ him out for a run. Linc’s sorta short-fused when it comes to Domino. He ain’t one of the cavvy.”

“I’ll remember that. Besides, I don’t like the way he shows the whites of his eyes. Let me put on her bridle.”

“Sure. Jest give her a little sweet talk.”

Molly was remarkably amenable. At first she set her teeth against the bit, but apparently decided she liked what he was saying, or at least the way he said it. The bridle in place, he smoothed her mane, then turned to Ted.

“I don’t think you should go to the reservoir with me.”

He frowned questionably. “What d’you mean?”

“Well, I should get permission from Drinkwater before I cross that fence line. I know that, but I also know I have no legal authority, and I doubt he’ll put out a welcome mat for me. I want to see the reservoir before anyone else gets in there and tramps around. I won’t disturb anything or make trouble, but if anyone’s going to trespass on Drinkwater land, it’s better if I do it. Alone.”

Ted leaned against the stall gate, intent on the toe of his boot scuffing out a bare strip of dirt in the straw.

“Well, I guess so, but it don’t seem—”

“Are you afraid I’ll get lost?”

He was, but he called up a laugh.

“If you do, jest give Mol her head; she’ll come back to the barn sooner or later. Well, I s’pose if you jest follered Spring Crick—it crosses the road a half mile down—it’ll take you to the rezzavoy. It’s about six miles.”

“That doesn’t sound like too difficult a navigational problem. Come on, Molly.”

He led her outside to mount, an elementary precaution so ingrained it wasn’t a conscious decision. If a horse was going to buck, the rider was well advised to be clear of walls, posts, or gates. The same unconscious caution dictated his method of mounting, turning the stirrup around, facing Molly’s hindquarters, then making a 180-degree turn as he swung up into the saddle. Ted laughed at that.

“You can mount up squaw-style with ol’ Mol. Never bucked a jump.” Then he frowned, shading his eyes with one hand as he peered into the distance. “Oh, damn.”

Conan found the object of his chargin: a plume of dust rising from the road.

“What is it, Ted?”

“Cattle truck from the feedlot at Boise. I forgot they was due today, and I guess Pa did too.” For a moment, the reason for that forgetfulness seemed to overwhelm him, then his mouth thinned into a firm line. “We got a contract to meet, and them damn cows should be in the corral already.” He started to turn away, then, “You sure you’ll be—”

“I have absolute faith in Molly’s homing instinct.”

“Okay. Luck.” And with that he struck off toward the bunkhouse, his peremptory orders flushing buckaroos and sending them about their business at a run.

Conan watched curiously. The foreman, Gil Potts, was among the hands galvanized into action, and he toed Ted’s mark with as much alacrity as the others. But it was Ted’s confident competence that interested Conan. It was so much at odds with his attitude and behavior up to this point.


CHAPTER 8

The wide, parched bed of Spring Creek wound the path of least resistance through gullied hills and across alkali flats in an indifferent silence. As the sun reached zenith, more prudent creatures sought the shade of juniper and sage, but Conan wore his own shade—the Stetson and his sunglasses.

The flood unleashed by the demolished dam was increasingly evident as he rode upstream, first in swaths of wet ’dobe already crazed under the searing sun, then in glistening sinks of mud, and finally in linking strands of moving water reddened by its burden of iron-stained earth. It was like seeing someone bleeding to death.

He stopped when he reached the property line. The sheared barbed wire spiraled across a morass of mud threaded with an indecipherable tangle of tracks. Hopeless. The reservoir would, no doubt, be equally hopeless.

In this spirit of pessimism, he dismounted to examine the broken fence. The wires showed off-center ridges in cross-section, the mark of a tool in common use in this country, but seldom individually owned. Wire cutters were ranch tools, available to any ranch hand who needed them.

As he continued upstream, he kept Molly near the bank to avoid the treacherous mud. At times he had to leave the stream bed, but he stayed in it as much as possible, hoping for the miracle of something overlooked, and trying to make sense of the tracks. Between the Double D, the Black Stallion, and the county sheriff’s office, at least twenty men and horses had tramped the mile between the fence and the reservoir.

He saw the grove of junipers ahead and guessed they grew on the banks of the reservoir, but he was intent on the ground. There was no sound to warn him; he was enjoying the quiet peculiar to places uninhabited by men and machines, lulled by the steady thuds of Molly’s hooves and the leathery creaking of the saddle. He was only a few hundred yards from the ruins of the dam when the shot ruptured the silence.

Molly screamed alarm and reared as a spray of dirt sprang up near her forefeet, and Conan felt himself plunging backward. He checked his instinctive impulse to pull on the reins, grabbed for the saddle-horn, Molly’s mane whipping his face as he strained forward, then rocked back when she lurched into a staggering run, stumbled, and nearly threw him again before she fell into the creek bank.

He was too consumed with anger to consider his good fortune in getting pinned against the soft bank rather than a rockier surface. He shouted Molly to her feet and up the bank, heels in her flanks, and urged her into a dead ran.

The sniper was in clear view, mounted on a bay whose shadowy color blended all too well with the junipers. At his sudden charge, she turned and spurred north in full retreat, but Conan had the advantage of both surprise and momentum, and it was a short chase. And a damn fool one on ground this rough.

But his temper remained at full boil, disdaining caution, until he caught up with the bay, grabbed the reins, and brought both horses to a halt in a cloud of dust. When it cleared, he was looking down the barrel of a .22 rifle at a dark-haired girl whose steel-gray eyes served notice that the gun was no bluff.

“Mister, you let go them reins or I’ll blow you to kingdom come.” 

“An unarmed man? Bridgie, whatever happened to the code of the West?”

The muzzle came down a few inches as determination gave way to surprise. But there was no lessening of suspicion.

“I never seen you ’round here. How’d you know my name?”

He laughed and freed her reins. Who else of her sex and age would be acting sentinel here but Alvin Drinkwater’s daughter?

“No, you’ve never seen me, so js that any reason to fire on me without a word of warning? I’d hate to have to walk back to the Running S and tell Ted I broke Molly’s leg.”

That disarmed her, literally. She cradled the gun properly on her arm, but it seemed more reflexive than intentional.

“That’s Ted’s horse,” she said, eyes widening, then narrowing again. “You ridin’ for the Runnin’ S?”

“Not in the usual sense. At least, not on Molly.”

She relaxed enough for a brief laugh.

“No, I guess not. But you ain’t no greenhorn, mister, or you’d still be coughin’ up mud in that crick. And in case nobody told you, that fence you crossed a ways back is a property line, and you’re trespassin’.”

“Yes, I am, and you had every right to put a bullet between my eyes, which I’m sure you’re capable of doing.”

“Well, if I’d been aimin’ for you, you’d know it.”

He nodded, taking time to remove his dark glasses.

“I’m Conan Flagg. I was a friend of George McFall’s.”

Her response was equivocal: antagonism mixed with an uncomfortable awareness of the respect due the dead.

“You…uh, come to see where he…passed on?”

“Yes, but not out of sentiment.” He looked back at the junipers edging the reservoir. “Bridgie, I make a sort of business of finding answers for people. George asked me to find some answers for him. He’s dead now, but that just means I have one more answer to look for.”

“Findin’ answers? You mean like a detective?”

“Yes.”

She waited for him to elaborate, and when he didn’t, she asked caustically, “So, you hired on with Aaron McFall?”

“No. I hired on with George. Aaron has decided to tolerate me for the time being.”

“Why?”

“Because he thinks I might be useful to him. I have no control over what he thinks; I doubt anyone does.”

“Sher’ff Tate know you’re detectin’, or whatever?”

“Yes. He thinks I might be useful, too.”

She paused to consider that, then, “How come you wanta look at the rezzavoy?”

“It’s the scene of the crime. Or perhaps I should say possible crime.”

“Possible! Mister, there ain’t nothin’ possible about that dam—” Then she subsided, a little embarrassed. “Oh. You was thinkin’ about George.” When he nodded, she frowned dubiously. “You figger somebody killed him on purpose?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is that what Aaron told you? I s’pose he’s sayin’ Pa killed him.”

“Bridgie, I told you I have no control over what Aaron thinks. Or says. What do you think?”

She tossed her brown hair back over her shoulder.

“Well, I don’t figger you’ll like what I think, ’cause the way I see it, there was only one crime done here.”

“The reservoir?”

“Believe it, mister. You got any idea what it’ll mean to Pa, losin’ that rezzavoy this time of year?”

“Yes, I do. I grew up on a ranch.”

“Oh. Well, then you know there’s more down the drain here than the money to put up a new dam. And this ain’t the first piece of dirty business ’round here.”

“I know about the feud, too.”

“Do you, now?” Then she shrugged. “Okay, you asked, so here’s what I think: George jest didn’t know enough about handlin’ dynamite.”

“You think he intended to blow up the dam, but made an error in judgment and got caught in the explosion?”

“That’s how I figger it. I’m sorry. I mean, you said he was a friend, but you asked me.”

“Well, it’s a logical theory.”

“But you don’t believe it? What’s your theory?”

“I don’t have one yet.”

She eyed him doubtfully, head tilted to one side.

“What’s ol’ Aaron gonna say if you find out I’m right?”

“I don’t give a damn. I want the truth, and in this business it comes in the form of facts. Aaron’s opinions won’t alter facts. Nor will yours. I have no interest in this vendetta except as the context of George’s death.”

She mulled over that declaration, apparently impressed.

“If you ain’t workin’ for Aaron, nobody at the Double D’s gonna make trouble for you. We got nothin’ to hide.”

“I’m not working for Aaron,” he assured her. “I wouldn’t last a day. We’re both too stiff-necked.”

“I can see that.” She laughed and turned her horse toward the reservoir. “Come on, you might as well have a look around since you come this far.”

She pointed out where George’s body had been found, but Conan could have guessed it from the concentration of footprints. While he examined the scene of the disaster, Bridgie held Molly’s reins and watched him intently. The survey occupied nearly half an hour, but he had nothing to show for it except a pair of mud-caked boots. He took a sample of the mud before he again pronounced it hopeless and returned to Molly.

Bridgie asked, “You find somethin’ out there?”

“A lot of wet ’dobe.” He frowned, looking back. “I can see one thing, though. This whole area is volcanic ash; a very fine-grained soil.”

“So, what does that tell you?”

“Only that there aren’t any rocks of any size; nothing more than pebbles. The dam was simply ’dozed out of the ground. Nothing was brought in for fill. Am I right?”

“Right.”

“George’s skull was crushed by a large rock, and if your theory is correct, that rock was here of natural causes, so to speak; available to be hurled at his head by the force of the explosion.”

She shrugged. “Must’ve been.”

“Bridgie, it would have to be the only large rock within miles.

Have you any idea of the odds against one lone rock flying at random and hitting George squarely enough to kill him? They’re astronomical. For the sake of your theory, I’m sorry.”

“What d’you mean?”

“I mean that it’s virtually impossible that his head and that rock collided accidentally.” He looked up at her. “I mean George was murdered.”

She stared at him, alarm flashing in her gray eyes.

“Who…who would want to murder him?”

“I don’t know.” He took Molly’s reins and mounted. “Bridgie, I’d like to talk to your father.”

One eyebrow shot up. “Well now, I ain’t sure he’ll wanta talk to you”

“Probably not, but it might help if you’d introduce me.”

“Might not, too. You won’t get around him as easy as you did me.”

“Easy? Does ‘hard’ mean that bullet between the eyes?” Her responding laugh was a little constrained, and he went on soberly, “You know if this isn’t interpreted as an accident, your father will be the prime suspect.”

“Mister, Pa would never—”

“I’m only telling you how it will look. Your father found George preparing to blow up his dam, killed him in a fit of rage, then tried to cover the murder by dynamiting the dam himself. Another logical theory.”

“Pa wouldn’t kill him. He might rough him up a little—” She stopped as if caught in a damning confession, then insisted, “He’d never take a rock to him. His fists, maybe, but I know Pa, and he don’t have it in him to kill anybody, not even a McFall, and if you try to hang him for this—”

“Bridgie, I’m not trying to hang him. I told you, all I want is the truth. That can’t hang him if he’s innocent.”

She studied him for a long moment, then finally turned her horse, spurred boots nudging its flanks.

“Come on, then. Pa’s at the house.”

Conan let the silence grow as they left the reservoir behind and rode north up the shoulder of a low ridge. Bridgie sat her horse with easy grace, relaxed, reins loose; she’d probably learned to ride while she learned to walk. And he was thinking what an error it was for Aaron McFall to oppose a union between Ted and this strong young woman. She would be a bride bred to this land.

It was Bridgie who finally broke the silence. Something was worrying her, but it took a little time for her to make up her mind to voice it “Did Joe Tate—did he tell you he’d been askin’ where ever’body was last night?”

“He gave me a rundown of alibis for everyone at the Black Stallion. Why? Wasn’t your father home last night?”

That shaft hit the mark and called up a wary frown.

“No. But he didn’t have anything to do with—with what happened to George.”

Conan smiled. “All right, Bridgie. Where was he?”

“Well, he’d been out all day workin’ cattle. We can’t keep enough buckaroos on with the feud and the Runnin’ S hirin’ away all our hands. Pa can’t pay the wages Aaron does. Anyhow, Jerry and Pete come home to supper, but Pa was clear out to Cabel Basin roundin’ up some strays, and he found a piece of fence down, so he had to fix that. He didn’t start home till after sundown, then that bowlegged roan of his got spooked and throwed him. Took off like a jackrabbit and left him knocked cold.”

“Was he badly hurt?”

“Oh, he’s limpin’ around some, but Ma couldn’t get him to call Doc Maxwell. Anyhow, when he come to, he had a long walk home. Ma got worried and rousted the hands. They were headin’ out to look for him when he finally come in.”
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