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  Chapter One

  At the crest of the trail that broke down by steep angles and abrupt switchbacks across the face of the Pahvant Rim, Reese Canby and Sandy Foss checked their horses and felt the hot breath of the desert washing up at them.

  Here the long drift of the piñon forest had thinned, giving way to the wide-running curve of this barren red sandstone. A full five hundred feet below the desert began and spread its gray vastness away into hazy indefiniteness until, at what seemed the last edge of everything, the purple shadow that was the Garrison Hills lifted to anchor the world.

  Sandy Foss rocked forward in his saddle, looking down at the loose outlines of the town of Cassadora that crouched below, there where the base of the rim and the first sweep of the desert met.

  “Something I never could figure out, Reese. With all the Territory of Arizona to pick from, why would men want to build a town in a place like that? Hotter than the hinges. Nothing to see but a red rock rim in back and the everlasting desert in front. Give a man the jimjams, living steady in Cassadora.”

  Reese Canby smiled briefly.

  “Notice you never turn down a chance to ride in. There must be some attraction.”

  Sandy Foss colored boyishly. “Mary Stent,” he said softly, “is one swell girl.”

  “On that, kid, we agree.” Canby nodded. “But now that you’ve had a good look, what do you see?”

  “I see Bert Lanifee’s old red buckboard and about twice as much saddle bait as usual along the hitch rails,” reported Sandy. “And there’s a line of bronc’s tied along the fence of Pokey Carter’s livery corral, most of ’em calicoes. Which means that Antone and some of his braves are in town. I guess the news that Henry Joel gave us was straight, Reese.”

  “Let’s get on down,” said Canby.

  They went into the trail’s steepness, their horses swinging deft and reaching forehoofs while braking against the swift dropping slant with bunched haunches. Against the face of the rim the heat was piled up thickly, and Reese Canby felt the sweat start under his hat brim.

  They had come a long way, and fast, these two, down from Reese Canby’s summer range far up in the high valleys of the Chevron Mountains to the north. The mark of three months of rough living was on them, their clothes worn and ragged, the dark shadow of unshaven bristle along their jaws. But they were lean and hardy and fit, their eyes keen and clear, their faces dark from wind and sun.

  Reese Canby was the bigger man, wider across the shoulders, taller in the saddle, and with a six-year bulge in age on his companion. This, added to the responsibility and authority of ranch ownership, laid certain lines of maturity about his mouth and chin. At times he felt an almost paternal affection toward Sandy’s gay and ebullient twenty-four years.

  When the trail broke into the desert’s flatness, the horses blew their relief and moved up to a jog, swinging into the west end of Dragoon Street, heading for the watering trough that stood under the overhang at the corner of the livery barn.

  Across the street Cap Lovelock showed in the door of his saddle shop, stood there a moment, then came on out across the hot dust.

  “Don’t know who I’d rather see show up,” he said bluntly. “Get right along up to the courthouse, Reese. There’s dirty business in the air.”

  Canby nodded. “Heard so, Cap. But what can I do?”

  “You figure to do something or you wouldn’t have ridden in,” countered Cap, his ragged white mustache bristling. “Just two men in this stretch of country that Antone and his tribe fully trust. You and Newt Dyas. Newt don’t draw much water with some people I might name. You do. Antone will be glad to see you.”

  Canby spun a cigarette into shape.

  “The old story of the lie and the double-cross again, maybe, Cap?”

  “That’s it,” growled Cap. “Forty years I’ve been in this country. I knew Arizona when it was a howlin’ wilderness from one border to the other. I fought all through the Apache wars. I got a scar that still aches me, where an Apache arrow skidded across my ribs. But I never could bring myself to hate the Apaches like some men did. They fought the only way they knew for what they figured were their rights, same as anybody else would do who owned to an ounce of salt. And this I know. The Apache was lied to and lied about. He was buncoed and swindled time an’ again. Now it looks like there’s more of the same shaping up.”

  “Henry Joel said it was Sax Starke and Chelso De Lacca who were bringing the charges,” observed Canby.

  Cap Lovelock snorted. “Who else would it be? And the two of them are out to make fools of other men who should know better.”

  “What other men, Cap?”

  “Bert Lanifee for one. Mason Garr for another. George Winter and Milt Parrall for two more. Which does surprise me. I thought Lanifee and Parrall were much too smart to be suckered. Mason Garr, well, he’s a tough monkey and a tough hater. George Winter is the sort to drift with the crowd. You know, Reese, I’ve heard it said that every man has his price, and I never agreed with that. But maybe, if the bait is big enough and rich enough . . . !” Cap broke off, shrugging.

  “Bait like a share of Sentinel Basin grass, Cap?” prompted Canby.

  “That’s it.”

  Reese Canby took a deep inhalation from his cigarette, flipped the butt aside. A certain bleakness had deepened in him, leveling his lips, frosting up the clear gray of his eyes.

  “Once,” he said evenly, “I had just cause to throw a gun on Saxon Starke. Maybe I’ll always regret that I didn’t. Well, I’ll look into things. Sandy, take care of the bronc’s.”

  He went up the street afoot, past Bob Stent’s general store, past the Stag Head and the Desert House, and all the other sun-bleached buildings of various size and meaning along this dusty way. On the porch of his hotel sat Billy Eustace in a battered old rocking chair, a mail sack at his feet. He scrubbed the sweat from his round baldhead with a faded bandanna and swore softly.

  “Damned hot day, Reese. But, hot or cold, some men lie easy.”

  Canby paused, met the hotel owner’s bland blue eyes. “Don’t skitter around so, Billy. Come to the point.”

  Billy Eustace took a swipe at a persistent fly, pursed his lips, blew out a soft breath. “There is not and never was any truth in Rupe Scudder or Jack Naile. They’re the two main witnesses. Was somebody to bust them two down, then Sax Starke wouldn’t have a leg to stand on.”

  “That, friend Billy, is a thought,” agreed Canby. “Thanks.”

  He went on, to where the courthouse lifted its bare, two-storied blockiness, high and unlovely in the sun. Across the parched earth in front of it a few cottonwoods drooped listlessly, and in the scanty shade of these squatted some dozen unmoving, taut, saturnine figures. Small men, cinder-dark from inherited eons of desert sun.

  The younger wore their hair in twin braids pulled forward over either shoulder, their flat-brimmed hats perched high on their heads. But Antone, the old chief of these Mescalero Apaches, immobile in their midst, wore no hat, and his hair hung, loose and straight, bound against his head with a cloth brow band. His eyes, jet beads in his wrinkled face, were fixed on Reese Canby, though he made no move or gave no sound.

  Canby dropped on his heels beside the old chief and spoke quietly in the Mescalero tongue.

  “The young men did not steal the cattle?”

  The movement of Antone’s head was barely perceptible, his spoken answer as thin and dry as the rustling of mesquite leaves.

  “They did not steal.”

  Canby waited. He knew the way of the Apaches. The old chief would say more in his own good time. He did. He told the story simply and without emphasis. Truth needed no embellishment.

  Canby nodded toward the courthouse.

  “You have spoken so in there?”

  “The young men have. But the white man does not wish to believe.”

  Canby stood up. “Some white men do,” he said quietly. “We’ll see.”

  He headed for the courthouse door. A figure stepped into view around the corner of the building. Newt Dyas was of medium size, thinned and sweated to stringy whang leather by a lifetime under the desert sun. A bleached, neutral-colored man, still-faced, eyes puckered in a continual sun squint. His voice was dry, colorless.

  “Hello, Reese. If you’d hit town sooner, you might have done some good. Late now, though. I’ve been listening under the courtroom window. The jury just went out.”

  “How do you figure it, Newt?” Canby asked.

  Dyas shrugged. “When you’re aimin’ at a big steal yourself, it sometimes helps your case if you can make the other feller out a thief first.”

  An abrupt harshness roughened Canby’s tone.

  “It’s so damned bare-faced. You’d think Judge Marland would see through the whole dirty business.”

  Newt Dyas swung his thin shoulders again in that faint, almost fatalistic shrug.

  “Mebbe he’s got his suspicions and more’n likely he has. But what can he do? The question of guilt is up to the jury. And it’s Sax Starke’s jury.”

  “All of it, Newt?”

  “All but mebbe one. Oscar Heddon. A pretty fair man, Oscar. And he can be a damned stubborn one, as you know. Likewise, he’s not afraid of Sax Starke. Oscar could hang this jury.”

  There came the rumble of movement along the hallway of the courthouse, the thump of boot heels, jangle of spurs, and the bursting growl of men’s voices released from a period of more or less enforced silence.

  Chelso De Lacca was the first to appear, then Mason Garr and Saxon Starke, side-by-side. After them came George Winter, Milt Parrall, and Bert Lanifee, the last with his crutch and crippled leg. Following were several of the citizens of town and a scattering of riders, spur rowels chuffing. Tobacco sacks were switching back and forth, smokes being rolled.

  Chelso De Lacca’s heavy swart face held its usual shine of sweat, and his shirt, clinging tightly to the lumpy round of his beefy shoulders, was dark and soggy where more of the same had damped through. His lips were heavy as he grinned, his teeth big and stained. His voice was moist and meaty.

  “You’re late, Canby. Missed all the fun. All over but the shoutin’ now.”

  Reese Canby had never known any other feeling than a deep repulsion toward Chelso De Lacca. There was a ponderous grossness about the man, a loose effusiveness that fronted for something that peered out of eyes as secretive and soiled as pools of scummed water. He knew that De Lacca was taunting him right now. He looked the man up and down coldly.

  “Our ideas of fun differ, Chelso. Never include me in your company. There’s a sliminess about you that I like less and less.”

  Canby’s voice was low-pitched, but it held a carrying note that cut through the casual talk of the emerging group. They quieted, and a thread of chilled tautness ran through the day’s heat.

  Saxon Starke swung forward, ranging up beside De Lacca.

  “Canby, you got a rough tongue. Watch yourself.”

  Reese Canby smiled only with his lips.

  “Let him answer for himself. I’ll get around to you next, Starke.”

  Chelso De Lacca laughed with a queer, husky moistness.

  “Pay him no mind, Sax. He’s been back in the piñon country too long. It affects some that way. Me, I want a drink and I’ll buy. Come on.”

  De Lacca moved away at his heavy rolling stride, drawing some of the thirstier ones of the crowd with him.

  Saxon Starke lingered. A well-set-up, bold-featured man, he was tall enough to look Reese Canby levelly in the eye. His hair was vigorous and tawny, inclined to curl.

  A handsome man, thought Canby, and one you had to take apart, feature by feature, to realize that under his crisp mustache his lips were thin and ungenerous and that his eyes were of a blue that was marble hard and pale to coldness. Here, when aroused, was a man who could be vastly cruel. And one who would press home any advantage he felt was his at a given moment. Surrounded by friends, he seemed to feel that this was such a moment.

  “What was the idea of rawhiding Chelso that way?” he demanded. “He met you pleasant enough, Canby.”

  The answer Starke got was as blunt as his question.

  “He represents a part of something I don’t like. And he oozes. There’s slime on him. I wonder how you can stomach him as a partner, Starke, unless it happens to be that like appeals to like.”

  This was as harsh as a slap in the face. Sax Starke rocked forward on his toes, pale lightning in his eyes. But Mason Garr grabbed him and pulled him back, while Bert Lanifee swung expertly on his crutch to face Canby.

  “Reese,” rapped Lanifee angrily, “what the devil’s the matter with you? You can’t talk to a decent man that way. Sax would be justified if he . . . .”

  “Threw a gun on me, maybe,” cut in Canby. “Well, now, Bert, don’t worry about me and don’t anybody hold him back on my account.”

  Now it was Milt Parrall who swung in and grabbed Canby by the arm.

  “You’re ’way out of line, Reese. Cut it fine.”

  George Winter came in on Canby from the other side, reaching out a placating hand that Canby brushed aside.

  “You mean well, George,” Canby told him. “But you’re too close to my gun hand. Stay wide. Why don’t you fellows leave this strictly up to Starke and me? If he wants it, he can have it.”

  This was definitely tossing more fuel on the flames, but it was in Reese Canby at the moment to keep the thing moving. This was the loosening up and boiling over of the cold, still anger that had been simmering deep within him ever since Henry Joel had stopped in at the summer cattle camp back in the Chevron Mountains with word of what was taking place here in Cassadora.

  Mason Garr had help now. He nodded up several cowpunchers who formed a loose ring around Sax Starke and put on a pressure so that Starke started moving off down the street toward the Desert House. The cold tension began to lift.

  Milt Parrall, who had lost his cigarette, began rolling another while he spoke irritably.

  “Sometimes, Reese, you’re a trial to your best friends. Here you haven’t been in town for months and you show up with a chip on your shoulder and a burr under your tail. What the hell’s got into you, man?”

  Canby grinned bleakly, his eyes still following the tall figure of Saxon Starke.

  “My best friends ought to know by this time that whatever else my faults, being mealy-mouthed isn’t one of them. I say what I think.”

  “All right. So you do. But do you have to be so damned blunt about it? Sax Starke is a proud man.”

  Canby spat deliberately.

  “Proud about what? Being a thief, maybe?”

  “Good Lord, Reese, not so loud,” protested Parrall. “That’s fighting talk in any language.”

  “Maybe I mean it to be, Milt. And it’s the truth. Sax Starke hadn’t been in these parts three months before I found him feeding my beef to his crew. In my book that makes him out a thief.”

  “I know all about that,” grunted Milt Parrall, still irritable. “It’s an old story. But Sax claimed an honest mistake and I believe him. He offered to pay you for the beef, didn’t he?”

  Reese Canby’s lips twisted sardonically.

  “That was only because he was caught at his dirty work. He put up that stall to fool the natives. But he wasn’t fooling me then and he’s not now. I wish I could say the same for several others I know.”

  Milt Parrall spread his hands helplessly.

  “I pass. When you get off on a tangent like this, there’s no reasoning with you. Come on down to the Stag Head. I’ll buy you a drink and maybe that’ll smooth your ruffled feathers.”

  Canby shook his head.

  “Some other time. Right now I got things to do. I’ll be seeing you around. And Milt, next time don’t step between Starke and me.”

  Milt Parrall stared at Canby for a long moment. Then he said: “I never saw you quite like this before, friend. I’m not promising a single damn’ thing.”

  Milt turned on his heel and walked away.

  Reese Canby went over to where the Apaches were grouped and he knew by the sharp glint in their glances that they had not missed a single word or inflection of tone of what had taken place. There was something almost like the ghost of a smile touching the stern lips of Antone, the aged chief.

  Canby talked with Antone for a good half hour, after which the Apaches got their horses and left town in a group, heading east around the base of Pahvant Rim and disappearing into the roll of country beyond.

  Newt Dyas, coming up from nowhere, spoke in his slow, dry way.

  “That was smart, Reese, getting Antone and his crowd out of town. There’s more dynamite in this thing than a lot of folks realize. The old, wild days of insurrection are long gone, but the fires of pride and independence and the will to fight if he has to still burn in the Apache. If they give Antone enough cause, he’s liable to raise hell and put a chunk under it.”

  “And that”—nodded Canby, gravely thoughtful—“is what we’ve got to head off at all cost, Newt.” The bright chill that had frosted his eyes had now begun to fade, leaving in its place a sober concern. “Where’s Jack Naile and Rupe Scudder?”

  Newt Dyas’s head gave a faint upward swing, like an old hound that had sniffed an unexpected trail.

  “What about Naile and Scudder, Reese?”

  “Star witnesses, aren’t they?”

  “That’s right. Mike Partman’s riding herd on them. I wouldn’t be surprised if Partman didn’t have his orders from Sax Starke.”

  “Nor me.” Canby nodded. “Starke seems to have a genius for corrupting everything he touches. Do me a favor, Newt. Stick around the courthouse and let me know when the jury makes up its mind. You’ll find me at Bob Stent’s store, or over at Billy Eustace’s hotel. And, Newt, have a bronc’ ready where you can grab it at notice.”

  Newt Dyas gnawed the end off a twist of tobacco, rolled it in one gaunt, leathery cheek, his eyes squinting a little tighter.

  “We’ll have trouble, Reese . . . getting Naile and Scudder away from Partman.”

  “Maybe. But if the verdict comes in as guilty, Partman will lose interest in them in a hurry. Then it will be our turn.”

  “Dangerous stuff, boy,” murmured Dyas.

  Canby shrugged. “If all trails were smooth, what would be the fun of riding them?”

  “You got something there,” admitted Newt Dyas with a faint dry smile. “I’ll be around.”

  Canby went on down to Bob Stent’s store, stopped just short of the wide, warmly shadowed door, reaching for his hat.

  “Hello, Chris,” he said. “This makes the ride in from the Chevrons plenty worthwhile.”

  Christine Lanifee had just stepped from the store door and now she looked him over gravely, a faint frown touching the brown smoothness of her face.

  “I’m not so sure of that, Reese,” she answered. “I hear there was an argument down at the courthouse, and that you started it. Just who do you consider to be your real friends, anyhow?”

  Her slimness made her appear taller than she really was. Her shoulders were fine and erect, and, when she moved a step or two farther from the doorway, there was a smooth, free grace to her stride. A reaching shaft of sunlight brought out the auburn sheen in her hair and the clear hazel of her eyes seemed gold-flecked as she squinted a trifle against the reflected glare of the dust-white street.

  “I always have loved that,” drawled Canby softly.

  Her head swung quickly. “Loved what?”

  “The way you wrinkle your nose when you squint against the sun. Reminds me of the freckle-faced little girl who used to play with me and Ponco and Dobe and the rest of the Apache kids over on the reservation while her pa was unloading supplies from his freight wagon.”

  “Then,” she said crisply, “it should also remind you that that little girl’s father was killed by the very Apaches he freighted food to. Maybe you’ve forgotten that, Reese. I haven’t and I never will.”

  “By Apaches, Chris . . . but not the same Apaches. It was a Chiricahua war party that ambushed your father’s wagon train. No Mescalero would ever have harmed him.”

  “They’re all Apaches,” said the girl coldly.

  “That’s dangerous thinking, Chris,” warned Canby soberly. “There was fault on both sides in that war, and both sides lost good men. War is always like that. And you wouldn’t want to see another outbreak come, would you?”

  “That’s a silly question. Of course I wouldn’t.”

  “Don’t bet against it if certain schemers have their way. That’s what the argument was about over at the courthouse. I was giving my opinion of certain men who, if they have their way, will start some wicked trouble in these parts.”

  He watched the softness of her chin harden to stubborn lines. This girl had strong convictions.

  “You’ve never liked Saxon Starke or Chelso De Lacca,” she said, “so your judgment of them is bound to be colored by your personal feelings.”

  “Perhaps,” Canby conceded. “Yet it is also colored by my feelings toward other people. I grew up with Ponco and Dobe. After my father died, old Antone was the kindest man in the world to me. He’s an honorable old man, Antone is. He wouldn’t lie to save his own life . . . literally. He gave me his word that Ponco and Dobe never stole any cattle. I believe him. If those two Apache boys are sent up the river for something they did not do, this country is going to see trouble. Somebody is lying, Chris . . . and it’s not the Apaches.”

  There was no break in her stubborn mood.

  “I believe my own brother and stand on his judgment. Bert is convinced.”

  “Sax Starke,” said Canby, a hint of dry bitterness in his tone, “is a smooth talker. Bert Lanifee isn’t the only one Starke is fooling.”

  He saw her eyes flash. “Then you consider Bert a fool?”

  The eager pleasure that had been in Reese Canby’s eyes since first sight of her faded to a weary bleakness. But he kept his tone gentle.

  “I didn’t say that, Chris. And I don’t want to argue with you. You know that. For you’ve always blinded my eye, even back in the days when you were that freckle-faced little girl I just spoke of. But, Chris, right is right and wrong is wrong. There is no halfway measure in a thing of this sort. Your brother Bert, among others, is being taken in by Sax Starke and Chelso De Lacca.”

  He saw the anger building up in her, but it struck him that there was a certain irritability in that anger, as though she were less sure of herself than she seemed, as though her anger were directed as much at herself as at him. He was seeking words to mend this mood when boot heels struck hard on the end of the store porch and Mason Garr’s voice rang out, with all the man’s usual harsh bluntness.

  “Want to habla with you, Canby. Sorry to break into your chat, Chris, but Canby here needs some talking to and I’ve elected myself to the chore.”

  Chris Lanifee hesitated, biting a soft underlip, then she said: “It’s all right, Mister Garr. I was just about to leave.”

  She moved away, her shoulders uncompromisingly straight, her shining head high.

  Reese Canby watched her go, paying Mason Garr no attention until he felt the man’s presence right at his shoulder. Then he spoke, his voice low and brittle.

  “If you ever move in on me again, Mason, at such a time and with that kind of a tone, I’ll knock your words right back down your throat. Now, damn you, what do you want?”


  Chapter Two

  Mason Garr was stocky, with a blunt jaw and a ruggedly hard, deeply weathered face. By habit his manner was as blunt as his jaw and his courage beyond question. Yet he moved back a step as Reese Canby spun to face him.

  “All right,” snapped Canby again. “What do you want? Trouble, maybe? Why not let Sax Starke skin his own cats?”

  Rough and tough as he was, Mason Garr knew when to heed the danger signals. They were flying now.

  “Say I did come at you wrong and at a poor time,” he admitted gruffly. “But I know you and I know Sax Starke. And I know it won’t be good for this country if you two come to a smoke rolling. For some damned reason your roach is up and you’re ready to snap. I’m here to try to smooth things out.”

  Some of the hard and vibrant edge went out of Reese Canby. He even managed a mirthless grin.

  “You smooth things with a heavy hand, man. But say your piece.”

  “I’m trying to figure you,” said Mason Garr. “You hit town, you walk up the street with wider steps than I’ve ever seen you use before. You go out of your way to throw the rawhide at Chelso De Lacca and Sax Starke. You act like you’ve been feeding on raw meat. Why?”

  “Put it down that I don’t like the smell of a dirty deal being pulled against old and good friends of mine,” answered Canby curtly. “Particularly when it’s being engineered by a couple of men I wouldn’t trust as far as I can spit. The thing that really shakes me up is the following those two liars have acquired. There’s a lot of rough edges to you, Mason, which make you a hard man to like. But I’ve always figured you as square, and nobody’s fool. Now, as I see it, you’re either a fool or not as square as I thought you were.”

  Here was talk as blunt as any Mason Garr had ever put out himself. A tide of color flickered across the rough-edged cattleman’s face.

  “I’ve never been a damned hypocrite,” he growled. “I never did believe that the government had any right to set aside Sentinel Basin for the exclusive use of Apache cattle. I’ve made myself plain on that plenty of times. And on other things, too. Such as not likin’ Apaches, which I never did and never will. I don’t trust ’em, and I wouldn’t take the word of one of them on a stack of Bibles.”

  Canby eyed Mason Garr keenly.

  “You really believe that, don’t you? You really believe that Ponco and Dobe did steal some Starke and De Lacca cows . . . or try to?”

  “Of course I do!” asserted Garr explosively. “And I figure it ain’t the first time. The Apaches have the slickest cattle stealing set-up in the world. You know how they handle their herd . . . a tribal affair, with every buck in the tribe owning a divvy and a brand. Why, even the Apache kids, soon as they’re old enough, get a brand they can slap on a calf or two.”

  Canby nodded. “That’s correct. But what’s wrong with such an arrangement? Everybody benefits.”

  “Everybody but the man who has a herd of his own running anywhere near Sentinel Basin,” said Garr. “You know how Apache brands are. Nobody but an Apache can figure them out. You can take any legitimate brand you want to name, blot it some damned crazy way, and call it an Apache brand. You throw that critter into Sentinel Basin, mix it up with a jag of other cattle, all wearing a tangle of other Apache brands. Who in hell is going to find the critter and prove ownership? Not you or me or anybody else.”

  Mason Garr made a hard gesture with a clenched fist, then went on.

  “By the time the Apaches get ready to sell off some stuff, show me a buyer who pays a damned bit of attention to the brands. There are so many different ones the buyer would go crazy trying to figure them out. So he buys the cattle by lot and lets it go at that. Hell, man! Give me the same chance the Apaches have and I’ll grow hog rich in five years off other people’s cattle.”

  Canby spun a cigarette into shape.

  “All these things you speak of could be done,” he admitted. “But that doesn’t prove they are being done. You’ve got a right to your opinion and I have to mine, Mason. I don’t believe Antone and his people are cow thieves. I remember too many fine things about them during the ten years my father spent as Indian agent on the reservation.”

  “And me,” rapped Garr, “I remember a few things about the Apaches myself. I remember the wars. I remember burying a brother of mine after the Apaches got through with him. Yeah, I’ll remember that all my life.”

  “Then,” murmured Canby, “you no doubt remember the massacre on Blood Creek. What named that creek, Mason? Apache blood did. There was that little settlement of Mescaleros, tilling their fields, guarding their flocks, minding their own business, and harming no one. After the treacherous massacre only a handful were left. Most of the casualties were squaws and papooses. And not six months after the massacre the land those unfortunate Mescaleros had held ended up in possession of certain white men who led the massacre and who had wanted that land all the time. While you’re remembering, Mason, you might recall that.”

  Garr again swung his fist in that hard, characteristic gesture.

  “This ain’t gettin’ us nowhere. We could stand here and argue all day. I’ll say what I came to say, then get about my business.”

  “And what did you come to say?” Reese Canby’s voice was very quiet.

  “Why, for you to lay off Sax Starke and Chelso De Lacca.” All of Mason Garr’s blunt roughness was back now. “Lay off ’em, because there’s several of us who see eye to eye with them in this thing and who stand to back their hands all the way. Get that, Canby . . . all the way!”

  Reese Canby was silent for some little time, hands on his hips, his glance sweeping up and down the street with a narrowing bleakness. Abruptly he nodded, as though he had irrevocably made up his mind on something. He spoke crisply.

  “Fair enough. That’s your say. Here’s mine. I say that the same damned greed that’s been running in Starke and De Lacca is now running in you and others. You’ve gone blind to realities, thinking about Sentinel Basin grass. You’re crawling right down to the level of Starke and De Lacca, and, mister, that’s pretty damned low. So now I tell you this. I lay my own trail. Should it lead me to Starke and De Lacca, don’t you or anybody else try to cut it. You can pass that word along. That’s how it will be, Mason.”

  Mason Garr said not another word. He turned and tramped away in that solid-heeled manner of his. Canby watched him go, a shadow of regret in his eyes, for he had always known a certain liking for Mason Garr.

  The Red Mountain stage rumbled into town, coming in from the east, already gray with the dust it had picked up in the ten miles it had covered since leaving Reservation. It pulled up in front of the hotel with a squeal of brakes and jangle of harness.

  Billy Eustace hoisted himself out of his chair, handed up the mail sack to the driver, stood talking for a moment. Reese Canby took a final drag from his cigarette, spun the butt into the street, and turned into Bob Stent’s store. The stage rocked into movement again, heading west out of town and, as distance took it over, seemed to float in its accompanying cloud of dust.
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